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Abstract 
 
The term holiness and the concept of sainthood have come under much scrutiny in 
recent times, both among theologians and the modern laity. There is a sense that these 
terms or virtues belong to an age long past, and that they are remote and irrelevant to 
modern believers; that there is the ‘ideal’ but that it is not seriously attainable in a 
secular, busy modern world with all its demands. Moreover, many believe that 
sainthood is accessible only to the very few, attained by those who undergo strict ascetic 
regimes of self-denial and rejection of a ‘normal’ life. However, these conceptions of 
holiness are clearly at odds with, and may be challenged by others, including the Roman 
Catholic Church’s teaching of a ‘universal call to holiness’. One of the aims of this 
thesis is to address those misconceptions with particular focus upon the theological 
concepts of the writer G.K. Chesterton and his understanding of holiness in the 
ordinary. 
 
Having been a popular writer and journalist, it has proved difficult for some academics 
and laypeople to accept Chesterton as a theologian. Furthermore, Chesterton considered 
himself to be an ordinary man, he did not belong to a religious order or community, and 
yet he was a theological writer who formulated an original conception of holiness in the 
ordinary.  
 
This thesis will begin by reflecting upon some relevant current debates in theology and 
spirituality, which will be an important task as a way of pouring light upon the concepts 
of holiness in the past, and more importantly in the present. Furthermore, this particular 
discussion aims to reveal the relevance of Chesterton’s own theological stand within the 
current debates. Following on from this will be an analysis of the term holiness, as well 
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as a reflection upon some of the major tensions that have arisen in Christian history: 
tensions that appear in the way people think or write about holiness, or struggle to live 
holy lives and which have contributed to the occurrence of current conceptions of 
holiness.  
 
This thesis also hopes to show how Chesterton’s theological perception, through the use 
of the imagination, offers an interesting, coherent and in many ways original 
contribution to current debates about ways of understanding holiness, and how the main 
themes of his concept can contribute to the Church’s argument: that the attainment of 
holiness is a ‘universal call’.  
 
I will begin by showing how Chesterton’s sense of wonder and joy at existence formed 
into what I will label his ‘theology of Creation’ in some depth. I will move on to his 
innate sense that God is still in His Creation despite the fall, due to Christ’s coming into 
the world, and explore what is really his Incarnational theology. The final section of the 
main body of my work will deal with the suffering brought about by sin, subtitled ‘The 
Cross’; this in some depth in order to counter-balance Chesterton’s profound optimism; 
an optimism that draws much criticism. The overall thesis will claim that this writer is a 
serious candidate to be considered as a representative of a teaching of holiness in the 
ordinary. Consequently it will contend that Chesterton was a writer who should be taken 
seriously as a theologian. 
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Outline of Thesis 
 
It is fair to say that until recently Chesterton has not generally been considered as a 
serious theological writer. This thesis hopes to show that the popular writer and 
journalist has a very important contribution to make within the current theological 
debates on holiness. My aim in this thesis is to work through a large section of the 
corpus of Chesterton’s writings, across his literary genres, in order to draw out and 
present his concepts in an academic theological framework. In particular, this thesis 
aims to present his theological concept of a holiness that is accessible and attainable to 
contemporary Christians living in a twenty-first century, post-Christian secular society. 
I will use the term ‘holiness in the ordinary’ or ‘holiness in the everyday’ as a shorthand 
reference to his concept.  
 
The originality of this thesis lies in the study of Chesterton’s use of a combination of 
literary techniques and imagination in order to develop and teach his theology. This 
thesis hopes to show that Chesterton’s theology is both traditional and contemporary, 
yet fresh and indeed original. 
 
In Chapter 1 I will be looking at aspects of some of the current debates in theology and 
spirituality. This will be followed by a study of different definitions of the word 
holiness, as well as a survey of some of the major tensions that have occurred in 
Christian history as a result of the differing views on ‘who’ and ‘what’ was considered 
to be holy. This discussion of the major tensions will also reflect upon those figures 
who strove to resolve these problems and tensions. Carrying out this particular task will 
prove useful and important; Chesterton himself grappled with similar tensions and 
dualisms and strove to resolve them when coming to an understanding of holiness in the 
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everyday. This will provide a context for the following chapters which will show how 
Chesterton approached such tensions and dualisms, and the way he sought to resolve 
them. 
 
Chapter 2 will be a review of the relevant secondary literature on Chesterton’s 
understanding of holiness. I will be examining here what work, if any, has already been 
completed on Chesterton’s thinking in this area and what areas therefore are in need of 
developing. 
 
Chapter 3 will explore the main aspects of Chesterton’s ‘theology of Creation’ and will 
be an investigation into why he considered that the reawakening of wonder and joy 
towards the ordinary world around us important; a world which he perceived as created 
by, and reflective of God Himself. 
 
Chapter 4 will examine this writer’s understanding of the Incarnation, the main themes 
which arise in his thinking on the subject and how they relate to his concept of holiness 
in the ordinary. 
 
In Chapter 5 I will be reflecting upon Chesterton’s understanding of suffering and the 
teaching of the Cross of Christ. Here I will argue that Chesterton’s theology of the 
Cross is important in this context because both his prose, in particular St Francis of 
Assisi, and his poetry, for example The Ballad of the White Horse, offer an important 
theological  understanding of suffering as a way of holiness in the everyday. 
 
In Chapter 6 I will present the main conclusions of the thesis with a focus on the ways 
in which Chesterton’s thinking contributes to current debates in theology, and how he is 
an important representative of a teaching of holiness in the ordinary for the Christian lay 
person.  
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Chapter 1:  Introduction – Context and Current Debates 
 
1. The Place of Imagination in Theology 
If the place of imagination in theology were portrayed as a pendulum, one could quite 
confidently argue that it has undergone a process of swinging back and forth within 
Christian history. In earlier times, notably during the medieval period, figurative 
language i.e. symbolism – one of the main components of imagination – was the 
common mode of conveying truth. In fact it was such a common part of everyday life, 
and ‘a world in which psychological and symbolic awareness of order was almost the 
only awareness’,1 that representative figures of its age such as St Thomas Aquinas, took 
this particular mode of conveying truth rather ‘for granted’.2 As Herbert Marshall 
McLuhan elaborates in his ‘Introduction’ to Paradox in Chesterton: 
When the Church Fathers adapted the neo-Platonic and Stoic concept of 
the Logos to Christian Revelation, they committed the Church to many centuries 
of symbolism and allegory. The result was that for a very long time the outer 
world was seen as a net-work of analogies which really exemplified and 
sustained the psychological and moral structure of man’s inner world. Both 
inner and outer worlds were mirrors in which to contemplate the Divine 
Wisdom.3 
 
However, with the coming of the Enlightenment period the pendulum of the place of 
imagination in theology was to swing in quite the opposite direction. Descartes, one of 
the main proponents of the modern movement, developed a considerable following who 
agreed to the proposition that because ‘no philosopher had ever been convinced by the 
dialectical or metaphysical proofs of other philosophers for the truth of anything’,4 it 
was now time to bring about a new kind of proof which could be accepted by anyone. 
                                                          
1 McLuhan, ‘Introduction’, in Paradox in Chesterton, by Hugh Kenner (London: Sheed & Ward, 1948), 
p. xiv. 
2 McLuhan, ‘Introduction’, p. xiv. 
3 McLuhan, ‘Introduction’, pp. xii-xiii. 
4 McLuhan, ‘Introduction’, pp. xiv-xv. 
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This new way of coming to the truth was to be attained via mathematical evidence.  
Therefore, according to McLuhan, the once-ordered Christian society which depended 
upon the symbolic mediation of truth was thrown ironically, with the growing 
prevalence of rationalistic thought, into a state of turbulence:  
Henceforth men would seek intellectually only for the kind of order they could 
readily achieve by rationalistic means: a mathematical and mechanistic order 
which precludes a human and psychological order. Ethics and politics were 
abandoned as much as metaphysics. But both society and philosophy were in a 
state of great confusion by the times this desperate strategy was adopted.5 
 
In God and the Creative Imagination: Metaphor, Symbol and Myth in Religion and 
Theology, Paul Avis explains in more detail what it was about the use of imagination as 
a means to truth that these disputants of the modern movement held in suspicion. 
According to Avis the main misunderstanding of the ‘reductionist thinkers’ of the 
modern period was their claim that Christianity was an ‘imaginary faith’.6 Rather than 
discerning the argument which Avis contends – that Christianity is best understood as 
the ‘the truth of imagination’ – the modern thinkers, including figures such as Freud, 
Marx, Nietzsche and Feuerbach declared that Christianity was imaginary because its 
beliefs were formed upon the basis of externalised ‘unconscious psychological 
tensions’.7 For such thinkers Christianity was an illusory world in which the Holy 
Trinity was comprised of imaginary beings and that grace, Heaven, and Hell were all 
further projections of the imagination. The empirical method of obtaining truth for these 
modern thinkers involved stripping language of figurative speech, thus creating a 
literary style that reflected the scientific and analytical approach to external reality. It 
was a chaste approach to language whereby ‘words were “counters” or “signs” and had 
                                                          
5 McLuhan, ‘Introduction’, p. xv. 
6 Paul Avis, God and the Creative Imagination: Metaphor, Symbol and Myth in Religion and Theology 
(London: Routledge, 1999), p. 7.  
7 Avis, Creative Imagination, p. 7.   
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an exactly quantifiable value’.8 For figures like Francis Bacon (1561-1626) and John 
Locke (1632-1704), metaphor and symbol created nothing more than an ornamental and 
empty language which encumbered the way to the truth: 
For Locke thinking is conscious, explicit cogitation – there are no subliminal 
creative depths – in which the units of thought are the familiar Cartesian and 
Hobbesian clear and distinct ideas. […] Figurative language is mere adornment 
and poetry a waste of time (cf. James, 1949, Part II […]).9 
 
According to McLuhan this rational, mathematical, and mechanistic approach to 
language has since Descartes ‘been followed consistently’.10 This rather explains why 
even by the twentieth century the figurative language for which Chesterton was most 
famous was unfortunately not perceived as carrying any serious meaning or teaching, 
and regarded as nothing more than a mere play with words which brought enjoyment to 
the reader nonetheless. As Kenner states: 
The heart of Chesterton’s thinking and writing is his perception and use 
of paradox; yet because, as Belloc observed, it satisfies men for the wrong 
reason, it has been a principal hindrance to his rapid acceptance as an important 
thinker and writer. What appears to be superficial playing is really an intense 
plumbing among the mysterious roots of being and language.11 
 
Chesterton’s use of paradox and other figurative language seems to correspond to the 
once ‘symbolic and psychological synthesis’ of the medieval period that Avis argues is 
in need of reviving in modern Christian society; Kenner states that: ‘the paradoxes of 
Chesterton are both a ready introduction and a useful key to those new awarenesses 
which offer hope of restoring civilization’.12 Avis contends that it is primarily through 
the use of the imagination and the genres from which it is created – symbol, metaphor 
                                                          
8 Avis, Creative Imagination, p. 18. 
9 Avis, Creative Imagination, pp. 19-20. 
10 McLuhan, ‘Introduction’, p. xv. 
11 Kenner, Paradox, p. 4. See Chapter 2 for a detailed discussion of the views of Kenner, McLuhan and 
Michael D. Hurley – in his work G.K. Chesterton (Devon: Northcote House, 2012) – on Chesterton’s use 
of rhetoric and an apparent ‘play with language’. 
12 Kenner, Paradox, p. 4. 
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and myth – that make it possible for the Christian to come into contact with revelation, 
with God. Underlying this argument is his 
[…] conviction that the creative human imagination is one of the closest 
analogies to the being of God […] As Coleridge (among others) suggested, 
human imaginative creativity is an echo, a spark, of the divine creativity that is 
poured out in the plenitude of creation.13  
 
According to Avis, religious writers such as St Augustine and Blake, portray God as an 
artist or poet who chooses to disclose Himself ‘through the forms of the imagination’ in 
symbolism and poetry.14 Furthermore, he states that if this were not correct of God, then 
why did Christ speak and convey the message of His truth through parables?15  
My starting point is the conviction that divine revelation is given above all 
(though certainly not exclusively) in modes that are addressed to the human 
imagination, rather than to any other faculty (such as the analytical reason or the 
moral conscience).16 
 
Avis argues that because of the continued influence of empiricism, the majority of 
Christians today – ‘especially Bible-loving conservative evangelicals’17 – do not 
perceive the Scriptures as a book of truths which are revealed mainly through 
symbolism and metaphor.18 Avis argues, however, that regarding the symbolic language 
of the Scriptures as a form of divine revelation does not suggest that doctrine is left to 
subjective interpretation or ‘a matter of individual preference – every man his own 
magisterium – nor does it make them frivolous and ephemeral’.19 Avis states that the 
doctrines of the Church are taken very seriously and are strictly guarded by Church 
authority, but ‘because the Church is not generally infallible, doctrines are not 
                                                          
13 Avis, Creative Imagination, p. ix. 
14 In Chapter 3 I will be highlighting how Chesterton was another example of these writers who portrayed 
God as an artist, and who believed that Creation was a work of art in which God could reveal Himself to a 
person. 
15 Avis. Creative Imagination, p. ix. 
16 Avis, Creative Imagination, p. 3. 
17 Avis, Creative Imagination, p. 4. 
18 It is important to recognise that this is Avis’ interpretation of these Christian denominations, but the 
argument regarding symbolism and the use of the imagination is useful to this thesis.  
19 Avis, Creative Imagination, p. 6. 
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irreformable’.20 The argument here is that the symbolism which lies within Scriptural 
teaching remains the same, but the interpretation of it is continuously expanding. 
Defending the way of approaching divine revelation through the medium of our 
imagination against the accusations of the biblical literalists, Avis continues adamantly 
that: 
No one in their right mind wants to ‘monkey with the creed’ (in Hilaire Belloc’s 
immortal phrase), but it is simply the case that the profoundly symbolic 
character of revelation constantly generates new insights in response to the 
contemplation of faith.21 
 
Avis contends that because Christian belief ‘remains ineffable’,22 it cannot be ‘purely’ 
immanent and reducible to the material world as the reductionists had thought; only 
through the use of the imagination in the form of symbol, metaphor or myth, he argues, 
can Christian faith be properly expressed. Thus because the truth transcends earth it 
means that it is necessary for people to use images of the created world in order to 
evoke the sacred realms of God. According to Avis the approach which leads to the 
attainment of transcendent truths through symbolism is integral to the sacramental and 
Incarnational aspects of Christianity: ‘We know the truth only through the imagination. 
Creative imagination, rather than some supposedly objective, rationally specifiable 
procedure that lies outside the domain of personal knowledge, is the key to knowing 
reality’;23 and a little further on he writes:  
The ultimate logic of this is found in the Christian doctrines of creation, 
revelation, incarnation, sanctification and consummation. These doctrines are all 
of a piece. They presuppose that mundane, worldly, created realities can become 
the vehicles and means of divine presence and purpose. They affirm that the 
material, the human and the historical can reflect the glory of God.24 
 
                                                          
20 Avis, Creative Imagination, p. 6. 
21 Avis, Creative Imagination, p. 6. 
22 Avis, Creative Imagination, p. 8. 
23 Avis, Creative Imagination, p. 8. 
24 Avis, Creative Imagination, p. 9. 
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Avis also argues that the road taken to obtain truth through the use of symbolism 
combats the dualistic ideas that proclaim God as remaining aloof, and a God who would 
not, and does not lower Himself to dwell among His creatures; that it is therefore the 
business of the Christian to uphold the divine dignity of Him:  
It cannot see the point of the Church as a divine-human society with God-given 
ministries and sacraments to bring us through earth to heaven. It cannot make 
philosophical sense of the Creator indwelling the creation, the absolute 
implicated in the relative, the necessary involved in the contingent. 
 
According to Avis dualism soon lost its influence within Christianity as a result of the 
doctrine of the Incarnation and its primary teaching that God involves Himself in the 
very midst of human affairs.25 The role which Chesterton’s own use of figurative 
language plays in the current debates which Avis explores is relevant to this thesis. I 
will be illustrating Chesterton’s use of metaphysical paradoxes in the proceeding 
chapters. 
  
2. The Divorce between Spirituality and Theology and the need for Integration 
Current debates and questions in the subjects of theology and spirituality suggest that 
major tensions have existed, and continue to exist between these two important 
disciplines. For example, in Mystical Theology: The Integrity of Spirituality and 
Theology, Mark McIntosh raises the following important questions: ‘How can one best 
understand the relationship of theology and spirituality? How have they grown so far 
from one another?’26  
What follows is a short but relevant discussion in terms of this thesis, on the importance 
of proposals for a better integration of theology and spirituality. As with the previous 
                                                          
25 Avis, Creative Imagination, p. 9. 
26 Mark A. McIntosh, Mystical Theology: The Integrity of Spirituality and Theology (Oxford: Blackwell 
Publishing, 1998), p. 4. 
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discussion on the place of imagination in theology, the Enlightenment seems to have 
played a considerable role in what appears to have developed into a misunderstanding 
of the relationship between theology and spirituality. Divorcing ‘thought from feeling’, 
or ‘theory from practice’,27 the Enlightenment held that subjects like theology should be 
separated from anything that could be an obstacle to its own suggested objectivity and 
neutrality. Thus any commitment to religion was subjected to criticism. What resulted 
was a conception of theology as an ’academic study of religious concepts, with no 
connection with Christian life as a whole’. Theology became a strict and abstract 
discipline more or less confined to the academy. By being ‘explicitly academic’ Alistair 
McGrath argues that two difficulties can arise in the modern academic context: 
1. Theology becomes so concerned with intellectual intricacies that it loses 
sight of the relational aspects of the Christian faith. 
2. The western academic demand that scholarship should be detached and 
disinterested leads to a weakening of the link between theology and prayer.28 
 
A further danger that comes about from defining theology as a strictly academic 
discipline is the resultant tendency towards elitism: ‘Knowledge is not necessarily a 
good thing; it can be a distraction from God, and a temptation to become arrogant’.29 It 
follows that desiring to be solely objective and abstract the theological academia 
divorced itself from what may be called the more subjective aspect of Christianity: 
spirituality. McIntosh states that academic theology ‘is suspicious of spirituality as far 
too subjective, as purely a kind of poetic language of devotion that, were it to have any 
utility for theology, would require translation first into more abstract language’.30 
Defined as the ‘living out’ or the ‘expression’ of the Christian Faith, spirituality without 
theology has been dangerously left to its own devices. As a consequence, spirituality 
                                                          
27 McIntosh, Mystical Theology, p. 4. 
28 Alistair E McGrath, Christian Spirituality: An Introduction (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1999), p. 
31. 
29 McGrath, Christian Spirituality, p. 32.   
30 McIntosh. Mystical Theology, p. 26. 
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has become a very general term which can have a variety of meanings. Reacting against 
a once exclusive and narrow understanding of Christian spirituality,31 and keeping clear 
of the elitist and academic discipline of theology, Michael Downey states that the 
[…] post-conciliar period has been characterized by a surge, indeed an 
explosion, of interest in spirituality of all sorts […] this swell of interest in 
spirituality has been accompanied by wide-spread uncertainty about the precise 
meaning of the term “Christian spirituality”.32  
 
There has been a surge of interest in the development of the spiritual self which is 
characterised by an explosion of books easily to be found on the top shelf in  
bookshops, and which aim to offer ‘self-help’ and ‘self-fix’ tips for the spiritual life. 
According to Downey, it has become an individualised quest for happiness where ‘the 
spiritual journey can become nothing more than a narcissistic ego trip wrapped in the 
rhetoric of the sacred’.33 Such false understandings of Christian spirituality, as well as a 
misunderstanding of the role of theology, have led spiritual writers and theologians 
alike to address the issues and thus provide the modern day Christian with a better 
approach to living an engaged and well-informed Christian life: 
A sound spirituality should rest on a sound theology so that what we do is not 
divorced from our critical grasp of what we believe. There is no particular merit 
in being an ignorant Christian but there is much danger in cultivating ignorance 
as part of a “spiritual” strategy. It is worthwhile noting that there is today an 
intense desire to bring theology and spirituality into closer harmony.34 
 
In fact, McIntosh suggests that a harmonisation of theology and spirituality was 
something that had already existed in Christian history. Furthermore, he believes that 
theology and spirituality should not even be spoken of in terms of separate entities, but 
should instead be conceived as a unity, moving towards the same goal in the Christian 
journey. In his work, McIntosh explains that the aim of writing his book was to 
                                                          
31 I will be reflecting on the problems and outcomes of the hierarchical approaches to holiness in a later 
chapter. 
32 Downey, Understanding Christian Spirituality (New Jersey: Paulist Press, 1997), p. 41. 
33 Downey, Understanding, p. 20. 
34 Lawrence S. Cunningham and Keith J. Egan, Christian Spirituality: Themes from the Tradition (New 
Jersey: Paulist Press, 1996), pp. 20-21. 
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‘articulate the concrete particularities of Christian spirituality and theology as a basis for 
rediscovering their integrity, precisely because I doubt very much whether there is any 
such thing as spirituality or theology apart from their concrete historical life’.35 
 
What is, therefore, the positive outcome of applying a fuller integration of spirituality 
and theology in the Christian life? McIntosh speaks of them as ‘distinct expressions of 
one and the same encounter with God’,36 whereby both have their own unique roles to 
carry out, but the key to keeping spirituality and theology integrated is a continual 
process of informing one another and ‘leading back to each other’.37 If we understand 
theology as the theory of the Christian life, then spirituality is the practice of these 
theories. Affirming McIntosh’s argument that there should not be two distinct 
disciplines of spirituality and theology, McGrath discusses how a correct understanding 
of theology and doctrine already contains spirituality within itself. He suggests that 
theology is ‘something which affects the heart and the mind’, that knowledge of God 
also involves the feelings of the heart: ‘It relates to both fides quae creditur and fides 
qua creditur, the objective content of faith, and the subjective act of trusting.’38 If 
understood in this way the integration seems clear and natural. Reflecting on what John 
Calvin (1509-64) brought to the debate, McGrath highlights how it is a mistake to 
regard the knowledge of God as simply an academic abstract theory. Rather, knowledge 
of God is at the same time something to be experienced within day-to-day life, he 
argues that ‘to know God is to be changed by God; true knowledge of God leads to 
worship’. He uses an interesting analogy: that a lover cannot speak dispassionately 
                                                          
35 McIntosh, Mystical Theology, p. 5. 
36 McIntosh, Mystical Theology, p. 27. 
37 McIntosh, Mystical Theology, p. 27. 
38 McGrath, Christian Spirituality, p 28. 
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about the beloved, therefore it is unrealistic to suggest that it is appropriate for a 
Christian to speak abstractly and neutrally about a God who is Love itself.39 
 
Thus, an encounter with God does not necessarily mean having to leave the world and 
take up spiritual practices in order to climb the ladder of perfection. Neither is such an 
encounter, as pointed out above, solely an academic theory to be studied in a strictly 
objective manner based on the model of empirical science. Rather, as a result of the 
doctrine of the Incarnation, the sacred ‘is now to be encountered within time and space, 
“heaven in ordinary” in the memorable phrase of […] George Herbert’.40 This means, 
therefore, that an objective and subjective encounter with God is not about the 
development of the spiritual self in solitude, nor simply a matter of academic theology, 
it is instead, as Downey notes, an experience based upon the doctrine of the Trinity, 
which means that an encounter with God together with the theology which goes with it, 
is not an individualistic but a relational experience:  
A Christian spirituality rooted in the mystery of the Trinity emphasizes 
community rather than individuality. The goal of the spiritual life entails 
perfection of one’s relationships with others, rather than an ever more pure gaze 
of the mind’s eye on some eternal truth “out there” or in one’s interior life.41   
 
According to Downey, the doctrine of the Trinity has become another victim of the 
disintegration of the unity of spirituality and theology. Since the fifth century ‘this 
eminently practical doctrine’ has been perceived as an ‘abstraction’ and has ‘lost its 
footing as the central and unifying Christian mystery’. This misunderstanding of the 
doctrine has led to what Downey describes as an ‘impoverished Christian spirituality’,42 
as well as a theology which has become ‘cut off’ from the life-giving experience of 
spirituality. For Christian writers the retrieval of a proper understanding of the doctrine 
                                                          
39 McGrath, Christian Spirituality, p. 28. 
40 Philip F. Sheldrake, Explorations in Spirituality: History, Theology, and Social Practice (New Jersey: 
Paulist Press, 2010) p. 10. 
41 Downey, Understanding, p. 45. 
42 Downey, Understanding, p. 44. 
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of the Trinity is essential if we are to acquire fully what it means to live a flourishing 
Christian life. Understood correctly, this important doctrine of the Church offers a 
Christian life that is directed wholly to the love of God and of others, and away from an 
unhealthy preoccupation with the self. Hence, an endeavour to attain a proper 
understanding of the doctrine of the Trinity does not necessarily have to take place 
within monastery walls or lecture halls. It is argued that this Christian doctrine of 
combined spirituality and theology can be practiced anywhere or by anyone, because its 
central conviction is a love of God through a self-giving action directed towards our 
neighbours in everyday life: ‘There has been a deeper recognition that the central 
Christian mystery, the Trinity, with its far-reaching practical implications, constitutes 
the heart and soul of Christian spirituality.’ Downey asserts that the doctrine of the 
Trinity expresses ‘the central Christian conviction that the God who saves through 
Christ by the power of the Spirit lives eternally in a communion of persons, divine and 
human, in love’.43 
 
It is now clear to see why McIntosh was adamant that there should not be two separate 
disciplines of theology and spirituality. An integration of spirituality and theology is 
essential if one is to grow in holiness. Furthermore, by insisting that neither spirituality 
nor theology should be regarded in abstract, elitist or self-preoccupied terms, then the 
attainment of holiness appears less daunting and more achievable in everyday life. 
Viewing Chesterton in the light of this discussion on the integration of spirituality and 
theology, I will be showing within the body of this thesis how Chesterton’s theology 
derived from his own personal encounter with Creation. He came to God through a 
daily practice of a sense of wonder, joy and gratitude to God. However, these spiritual 
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experiences and an individual quest for God were not left uninformed and unguided, for 
his spiritual understanding of God was affirmed and sustained by the discovery of 
Christian doctrine. Furthermore, the tensions which exist between spirituality and 
theology, nature and grace and the effects of dualism, were debates Chesterton himself 
entered into throughout his writing career. Thus this thesis will involve an examination 
into how Chesterton’s spirituality was founded on, and sustained by, his theology of 
Creation, the Incarnation, and his understanding of the Cross. 
  
3. Understandings of Holiness 
Holiness is clearly a central concept in this thesis and it is therefore essential to explore 
from the outset what this means in Christianity. 
 
3.1 Holiness in the Bible 
According to Lawrence Cunningham it is not surprising that the Bible ‘predicates the 
word holy or holiness in the first and fundamental instance of God’.44 As a result of His 
holiness, Karl Vladimir Truhlar states that God is then ‘“wholly Other”’ and ‘the 
inaccessible’.45 Cunningham proceeds to insist in his definition however, that although 
separate from his Creation, this ‘setting apart’ of God’s Being should not be understood 
in ‘too exclusively a cultic sense’.46 Thus the word ‘holiness’ is not only a term 
designated to the unique being that is God, but is also a ‘divine quality’ which He shares 
with His creatures, as is affirmed by the Pauline concept of the word: ‘Paul insists that 
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believers also are to be holy or sanctified.’47 A good overall and concise definition that 
sums up both the designated name of God and its sharing capacity is given by Stephen 
Barton in Holiness: Past and Present: 
It has to do, at least in the Judeo-Christian tradition, with the fundamental 
character of the reality we call God, the One who graces us with His presence 
and enables us to share His life as gift and grace. This is not a matter of the 
‘holier than thou’. It is the much more profound matter of discovering, both as 
individuals and as peoples, that the wellspring of our life and the consummation 
of creation are hidden in God and share in the glory of God.48 
 
It is by the salvific action of Christ that God is able to impart Himself to His people, so 
that they may come to share in His glory. For example, in Hebrews it is written that 
holiness is ‘the paramount quality of the ideal, heavenly world’,49 whose high priest 
Jesus, establishes a new heavenly covenant through ‘a once-and-for-all self-sacrifice’ 
whereby the ‘holy ones are those whom the covenant has set apart with a fresh identity 
and moral purpose’.50 According to Acts this idea that the followers of Christ share in 
His holiness and become the ‘“holy ones”’ originates from early Jewish Christianity,51 
whereby people were described as chosen by God. According to Hodgson, it was Paul 
himself who popularised the idea of the ‘holy ones’, democratising the use of the term 
by designating it for Christians in general.52 Cunningham also highlights how the early 
Church’s inclusive approach to holiness by the way in which it described all Christians 
as the holy ones, or saints, was quite different from the more refined and exclusive 
understanding which was to develop in later Christianity:  
As a general term, the “holy ones” or “saints” are those who are set apart by 
faith in Christ, as opposed to those who are not believers. In this generic sense 
the word “saint” or “holy one” denotes inclusion rather than exclusion. […] 
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Only in later Christianity will the term take on the meaning of a person publicly 
venerated in the Church’s liturgy.53 
 
However, Cunningham also insists that Christian holiness54 is not only a condition given 
by God to His people, but is also something a Christian must continuously strive 
towards. In other words, it is a calling: ‘The New Testament not only calls the followers  
of Jesus a holy people, but it demands, in the imperative voice, that they become 
holy.’55 The double meaning attached to the holiness of Christians is also commented 
on by Porter. In the Pauline Letters the Christian community is ‘frequently addressed’ 
as “the holy” or “saints”, but as Porter continues:  
That this is more than a formula is seen by occasional linkage of the word “call” 
with “saint” (e.g., Rom 1:7; 1 Cor 1:2) […] In Paul’s eyes holiness is both a 
condition and a process in which the believer is involved through the work of 
God, of Christ or of the Holy Spirit […].56 
 
The proposition is that the purpose of mankind is to share in the divine life of God by 
becoming Christ-like. However, it is not possible for a person to become holy by their 
own merit alone. The call to become Christ-like is ‘the urging grace of God’,57 and it is 
up to the individual to act on the prompting of the Holy Spirit. If they do respond God is 
then able to make a person holy through the ‘sanctifying grace in the Holy Spirit’.58 A 
person accepts this communication from God and responds to the promptings of grace 
through the three theological virtues of faith, hope and charity. They are known as the 
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theological virtues because they have God as their object: faith in God, hope in God and 
love of God. Furthermore, having been revealed by God, these particular virtues are 
known as the supernatural virtues and are therefore the foundation of the moral activity 
of the Christian person. Infused into the soul, these supernatural virtues animate human 
behaviour, making holy the life of a Christian and thus inviting them to share in the life 
of God. As Truhlar explains, these supernatural virtues: 
[…] direct [the Christian’s] religious and moral action towards immediate 
participation in the life of the Trinity. Through them and in them God himself in 
his self-communication brings about the possibility and the free realization of 
participation in his life. Here the basic option for God which was already 
involved in baptism (viventes autem Deo, Rom 6:11) is constantly renewed as 
man dedicates himself totally to God and to an unqualified answer to God’s 
offer of grace.59 
 
What follows is a study of the various ways in which Christians of different periods in 
history responded to ‘God’s offer of grace’. This study will endeavour to show that such 
varied responses were, and are, founded upon the particular way in which each person 
(as well as the era in which a person lived) interpreted what they considered to be the 
model of holiness. As Philip Caraman states in ‘Holiness in the Catholic Tradition’:  
‘Holiness […] is infinitely varied. While it has certain constant features, it is not 
confined to any age or class. Usually it takes on the colour of a particular nationality, 
period or even climate.’60  
 
If we are to survey the different ways in which Christians have answered the call to 
holiness through history, a helpful task would be to begin by reflecting upon who in 
particular was considered saintly, and was therefore a representation of holiness in any 
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particular period. Therefore, the following study will focus on the major tensions which 
have arisen throughout the ages, with regard to what was considered to be the model of 
holiness.  
 
4.  Historical Responses to God’s Call 
4.1 “The Ordinary” versus “The Heroic”  
The HarperCollins Encyclopedia of Catholicism strictly defines ‘Saints’ as: ‘those 
officially recognized (canonized) by the Church as persons who have lived a holy life 
who now share in the Beatific Vision (i.e., face-to-face experience of the presence of 
God), and who may be publicly venerated by the faithful’.61 In his paper ‘Holiness in 
the Roman Catholic Tradition’, Sheridan Gilley, reflecting on the earlier understanding 
of the saint in Christianity, explains that:  
[…] the classic formula emerged that the saint must have practiced in heroic or 
extraordinary degree the three Christian virtues of faith, hope and charity, 
together with the four cardinal virtues, defined in Aristotle’s Nichomachean 
Ethics, of justice, prudence, fortitude and temperance. This framework was first 
clearly applied to the canonisation of St Bonaventure in 1482.62 
 
This ‘classic formula’, as Sheridan Gilley identifies it, has been subjected to much 
criticism among many theologians and laypeople. This criticism centres upon a 
challenge that such demanding levels of holy living and ‘heroism’, fulfilling the 
Christian virtues to an ‘extraordinary degree’, cannot be applicable to the ordinary lay 
man or woman.63 Study upon what was considered saintly in most of Church history is 
very much bound up with what was considered to be at the time as heroic sanctity. By 
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way of example, the first four centuries of Christianity considered as saintly those who 
courageously died for their faith. As Kenneth L. Woodward states in Making Saints. 
Inside the Vatican: Who Become Saints, Who Do Not, and Why … : ‘Thus, before the 
first century was out, the term “saint” was reserved exclusively for martyrs (in Greek, 
martys means “witness”) and martyrdom remains to this day the surest route to 
canonization.’64 Because sainthood appeared only to be achievable through martyrdom, 
dying for Christ even became desirable for many Christians: ‘Indeed, to suffer and die 
like Christ was a grace ardently wished for, the coveted prize.’65 
  
In short, to the question ‘Who is a Saint?’ the Christians of Greco-Roman antiquity 
responded by pointing to examples of exceptional suffering. Saints were those who had 
died, or were willing to die, or pursued a slow death to the world as a way of imitating 
Christ. Of these the martyr held primacy of honour, and still does in fact. But by 
extending the idea of sanctity to the living, the church gradually came to venerate 
persons for the exemplarity of their lives as well as of their deaths.66 However, if one 
reflects on the kind of person who is considered holy and sanctified today, in 
comparison to the earlier centuries of the Church, it appears that even the understanding 
and use of the term ‘heroic’ has changed dramatically. As Jörg Splett suggests, the new 
models of holiness hint at ‘the abandonment of the idea of the “great”, “heroic” or 
“noble” and the coming of a sanctity without glamour, but all the more deeply moving.  
As a contrast to this ideal of holiness, one can point to St Thérèse of Lisieux. The main 
characteristics of the ‘Catholic Reform Theology’ of early modern Catholicism, which 
emphasised the idea of holiness as working for God in the world, practising the virtues 
of love and charity whilst carrying out ordinary, daily routines continued to grow in 
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popularity. One of the main representatives of a kind of ‘ordinary’ holiness was St 
Thérèse. A young nun of the nineteenth century,67 St Thérèse taught in her ‘Little Way’ 
how a Christian can reach high degrees of holiness within the circumstances of ordinary 
life. 
In the Autobiography of a Saint St Thérèse speaks of how very much she desired to 
attain the extreme heights of heroic sanctity, such as that attained by ‘the Venerable 
Joan of Arc’. She states how she ‘longed to imitate them; how strong it seemed to beat 
in me, this heroic ardour of theirs, this sense of divine inspiration!’68 However, being 
very conscious of her own human weaknesses and failures, St Thérèse felt that she did 
not possess the specific spiritual gifts that appeared to be the requirements for attaining 
such heights of heroic sanctity. She writes of how she prayed to the ‘Angels and Saints 
in heaven’, telling them that she was ‘“the most insignificant of creatures,” and that she 
“couldn’t be more conscious of my own wretched failings”’.69 It was, however, in 
discovering that she could not attain the heights of holiness by herself alone that it 
suddenly dawned upon St Thérèse that it was not she, but God, who provides the ability 
to become holy: 
I don’t rely on my own merits, because I haven’t any: I put all my confidence in 
him who is virtue, who is holiness itself. My feeble efforts are all he wants; he 
can lift me up to his side and, by clothing me with his own boundless merits, 
make a saint of me.70  
 
St Thérèse argues in her Autobiography that all God asks of a person is a simple act of 
love, for she explains that the ‘gifts of heaven, even the most perfect of them, without 
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love, are absolutely nothing; charity is the best way of all, because it leads straight to 
God [...] To be nothing else than love, deep down in the heart of the Mother Church’.71   
St Thérèse describes her way of attaining holiness, therefore, as the ‘hidden life’ which 
she states as the ‘only true glory’, and in order to win this particular kind of glory, she 
proclaims how one need not ‘perform any dazzling exploits’ but rather a simple path of 
going about one’s ordinary day to day duties, ‘doing good in such an unobtrusive way 
that you don’t even let your left hand know what your right hand is doing (Matthew 
6:3)’.72 Furthermore, ‘The Little Way’ teaches a complete abandonment of the self to 
God and His will for each person. And this kind of practising of abandonment can take 
place anywhere and at any time. As St Thérèse writes: ‘Our Lord doesn’t ask for great 
achievements, only for self-surrender and for gratitude.’73 Hence, one can see why such 
a model of holiness has become popular among contemporary Christians, who have 
perhaps been threatened by previous strict and seemingly austere practices required of 
holy living in the past. In the Encyclopedia of Catholicism it is stated that St Thérèse of 
Lisieux is regarded as the ‘most beloved of modern saints’.74 And Fr Victor de La 
Vierge, a Carmelite who wrote the introduction to the Spiritual Realism of Saint 
Thérèse of Lisieux in 1962, also highlights why it is that this particular nun has become 
that ‘most beloved of modern saints’, and a popular representative for the modern 
model of holiness: 
It is undoubtedly here that this child is truly modern, this child who 
never separates heaven from earth, either in her love or in her earnest searching 
for truth or in her daily preoccupations, and who never separates the concrete 
and changing conditions of her earthly pilgrimage from the demands of her 
divine vocation. Without doubt, it is also because she knows how to keep her 
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life in balance and bring it to fruition despite this conflict, that she has become 
the model of spiritual life for modern man.75 
 
Moreover, in her ‘Foreword’ to Francis and Thérèse: Great ‘Little’ Saints, Elizabeth 
Ruth Obbard explains that the Church at the time of Thérèse was ‘enmeshed in 
numerous rules and laws, marked by a mentality of rewards and punishments according 
to one’s behaviour’. Obbard goes on to write that because of the ‘spirit’ of Jansenism, 
the Church had become ‘tainted’, reacting against ‘anything secular’, thus making 
‘holiness inaccessible’.76 She suggests that holiness was considered accessible only to 
nuns or priests, and therefore Obbard argues that ‘it took a Thérèse’ to show and 
‘remind’ people how the call to holiness is for all and, that God is ‘not a hard 
taskmaster’.77 
In his spiritual work The Way of the Lamb, and under the sub-heading ‘The Little Way – 
Exercising the Virtue of Hope’, John Saward is adamant that the reader does not 
mistake the term ‘spiritual childhood’ to mean childishness and immaturity. The term is, 
in fact, a teaching of the New Testament: that unless one becomes like a little child one 
cannot enter the Kingdom of Heaven.78 Saward suggests that St Thérèse had given up 
natural childhood, which naturally passed as she grew into adulthood, and then adopted 
the supernatural childhood of her Baptism, ‘the childhood of divine adoption’. 
Becoming a child of God was for her the sure path to truth: 
To be like a child is to have a mind and heart in touch with reality, 
unobstructed by the fantasies of worldly wisdom. The mysteries of the Kingdom 
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are fittingly revealed to mere babes (cf. Matt. 11:25ff.), because babes, unlike 
grown-ups who think they know everything, are ready to receive the truth.79   
  
It was, therefore, by taking the path of spiritual childhood – the practice of an endless 
love, hope and trust in God – that St Thérèse was able to provide a way of holiness for 
all. It was a path to holiness which taught how one could almost rejoice in one’s failures 
and weaknesses, because it is only by human beings becoming ‘little’ in humility that 
God is most powerful. As Fr John Udris states in his work on the saint Holy Daring: 
The Fearless Trust of St Thérèse of Lisieux: 
Thérèse had experienced something which seemed to overturn the conventional 
understanding of the way of perfection, vandalising, and vanquishing forever for 
her, a commonly held conception of the virtuous life. She found utterly bankrupt 
the approach to the spiritual life as an acquisition of merits. She had given up the 
struggle to make herself perfect, knowing that this can only ever be God’s own 
gracious work […] Thérèse could see that her weaknesses actually favoured her, 
making certain she could not manufacture her own righteousness.80    
 
The final conclusion of this thesis will emphasise the importance of becoming ‘little’ in 
humility, and in Chapter 5, I will reflect upon the characteristics of abandonment in 
hope and charity, and upon trust in God.  
 
 
4.2 “The Heart” versus “The Intellect” 
Another major tension within the historical understanding of holiness became known as 
the tension between the way of “the heart” and the way of “the intellect”. What follows 
is a reflection upon the movement ‘Devotio Moderna’ and its teaching of a way of 
holiness for the ordinary person, with specific focus upon the significance of one of the 
movement’s influential members, Thomas à Kempis, and his well-known spiritual 
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treatise The Imitation of Christ. Concerned about the elitist approach to holiness, which 
was prevalent in academic circles and religious orders during the 14th Century, Gerhard 
Groote (1340-84) brought about the movement Devotio Moderna in order to popularise 
a devotion to God that would be achievable and accessible by both the religious and the 
ordinary layperson. Groote desired that the community of the Brethren of Common Life 
should not perceive the religious life as a career, but as a means to deepen the 
relationship between the soul and God, through a practice of the imitation of the 
character of Jesus Christ. As John Van Engen states, Groote’s own conversion to 
Christianity ‘began in part as a reaction to the failure of schools to satisfy, as he saw it, 
any purpose beyond that of making a career. To believe and act on the truths of the faith 
was the heart of the matter’.81  
 
This kind of thinking diverged from those who used their theological and philosophical 
achievements as a means to gain prestige or as a way of creating a successful career 
path, as Thomas à Kempis notes: ‘Tell me what has become of all those distinguished 
scholars and teachers who were so well known while they were still alive. Other men 
have their places now […] How quickly the glory of this world fades away!’82 The 
movement also stressed a moving away from the kind of interiority which had been 
practiced by late medieval mystics: ‘however widely (these brothers and sisters) read in 
mystical authors […] they never came to focus on mystical union or extraordinary 
experience as the endpoint of their religious lives [...]’.83  
 
The use of the word ‘Common’ to describe the members of ‘The Brethren of the 
Common Life’ – if we understand it to mean the ordinary or average person – clarifies 
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what this particular movement desired to convey: a way to God and thus growth in 
holiness for anyone within the realms of their normal everyday lives. As Heiko 
Oberman notes: 
[…] the movement had its common thrust in the search for a new meditation 
technique for the working classes, directed toward the reformation of the soul 
and the rejuvenation of the spirit as the basis for the renewal of the communal 
life, whether within or outside monastic walls.84   
 
In fact, it was the intention of one of the members of this movement, Thomas à Kempis, 
to make his own work The Imitation of Christ a way of holiness for the ordinary person 
as simple as possible. As Eben Ives states: ‘He resolutely wished to be as simple as he 
could and turned aside from Scholasticism with its endless speculations.’85 The 
following passage, taken from ‘Book One’ of The Imitation of Christ, is an example of à 
Kempis’ view on the irrelevance of academic learning in the development of holiness: 
A humble ignorant man who serves God is better than a proud scholar who 
observes the movements of the heavens and never gives a thought to his soul 
[…] Even if I know everything in the world, if I do not have love, what good 
will it do me in the presence of God […] The soul is not satisfied by words in 
their thousands, whereas a good life sets the mind at rest, and a pure conscience 
gives assurance before God.86  
 
Therefore, ‘How can frail men and women achieve even a tolerable likeness to Jesus 
Christ?’87 This question raised by Ives is a good example of how the very title of à 
Kempis’ book The Imitation of Christ could, at first sight, be daunting for the more 
ordinary, spiritually ‘frail’ human being. The Imitation of Christ is however suggested 
by many as ‘a book for the heart’. As Engen states, ‘the remaking of a devout person 
took place essentially in his or her heart’.88 Thus, an imitation of Christ did not mean 
seeking an ‘“encyclopaedic knowledge” of Jesus’. Rather, it consisted of a turning aside 
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from Scholasticism and a focus instead on the re-moulding of one’s heart so that it 
eventually becomes pure and thereby in tune with the person of Jesus. As Ives notes: 
There is no redrawing of the Figure of the Gospel story: the tone of speaking of 
Jesus is that of the Epistles, not the Gospels. It is the heart, mind, the temper, the 
character of our Lord which are ever before us as the pattern for life.89 
 
The practice of imitating Christ was, for à Kempis, a joyful journey in which one died 
daily to the self. According to Engen, the ‘New Devout thought of the heart or soul as 
carried along by desires, instincts, and impulses of all kinds’.90 The four sections of The 
Imitation of Christ are written with the intention of helping the reader to gradually bring 
their hearts in conformity with the pattern set by Christ. As à Kempis explains: ‘Man is 
not entirely safe from temptation […] because the source of temptation lies within us – 
we are born in concupiscence.’91 He taught that the journey was a continual conversion 
experience, teaching one to turn away from the bad affections of the fallen nature, and 
focus or concentrate instead on the goodness and purity of Christ’s mind, heart and 
character. As Ives suggests, à Kempis’ teaching of the imitation of Christ is nothing but 
‘the language of the heart’, and so it is therefore a language familiar to all, allowing the 
most secular, busy man or woman, religious or layperson to believe that holiness is 
attainable at any given moment. The Imitation of Christ offers a way of becoming holy 
within the midst of everyday and ordinary business. Although à Kempis was a monk, 
writing for a religious audience and reacting against theological speculation as well as 
avoiding the ‘other-worldly’ language of mysticism, he speaks of the spiritual life 
clearly, simply and practically so that the New Devout – who included both the 
religious and lay man or woman – were all able to follow a way of becoming holy, no 
matter what their vocation in life. 
 
                                                          
89 Ives, The Message, p. 54. 
90 Engen, ‘Intro’, Devotio Moderna, p. 33. 
91 St Thomas à Kempis, ‘Book I, Ch. XIII’, p. 53.  
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This thesis intends to portray how the language Chesterton chose to speak about God 
and holiness is more familiar and accessible to the ordinary person, than the more 
scholastic language of theology. It does not follow, however, and this thesis does not 
contend, that Chesterton is only speaking to the ordinary layperson. There is no 
evidence to suggest that his teachings are aimed at, or are solely for one particular 
group, but he seems to be clearly making it accessible. 
 
This thesis will be demonstrating that unlike à Kempis, Chesterton was not 
contemptuous of the theology of the ‘Schools’ as such, for he admired and devoted an 
entire work to the pre-eminent scholastic theologian, St Thomas Aquinas. Moreover, 
this thesis will portray that there is no sign of the ‘heart’ versus ‘intellect’ tension in 
Chesterton which is present in The Imitation of Christ. In contrast, Chesterton illustrates 
in his teachings the clear integration of spirituality and theology – heart and intellect – 
which was discussed earlier in this chapter.     
 
4.3 “Engagement” versus “Withdrawal”  
According to Sheldrake ‘Conventional images of Christian holiness do not encourage us 
to befriend our desires or our bodies’,92 which means, therefore, that initial thoughts of 
the enclosed or ‘cleric-monastic’ life are associated with images of otherworldly piety, 
of strict and austere body-denying practices of asceticism. Such images cause the 
layperson to believe that holiness is, therefore, only for the spiritually elite who deny 
themselves of all forms of worldly pleasure. One can understand how an “engagement” 
versus “withdrawal” tension arose in Christianity as a result of such thinking. The 
historical development of the enclosed monastic life of prayer and ascetic holy living, 
                                                          
92 Philip Sheldrake, Befriending Our Desires (Eugene, Oregon: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2012), p. 11. 
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and the alternate Christian life outside those walls, led to an inferred division between 
the spiritual world and the natural world. Hence, this led to the development of a 
dualistic approach to the model of holiness. As Sheldrake argues:  
Unfortunately, where human love has been allowed any role in 
traditional Christian spirituality, it had to be the spiritual, disinterested, universal 
love of agape rather than the engaged, passionate, particular love of eros. These 
have been treated as two distinct kinds of love. Indeed, they have been viewed in 
hierarchical terms as a higher love and a lower love. 93   
 
Speaking of ‘Life’s New Spirituality’ in his work The Source of Life, Jürgen Moltmann 
raises the question of how dualism entered into the Christian tradition: ‘How did we 
come to move away from the vitality of a life lived wholly and entirely out of God to 
the spirituality of a disembodied inwardness, a not-of-this-world life in God?’94 His 
explanation is that, having split off from its Jewish roots, Christianity adjusted to the 
ideas of the ancient Greek world and became a ‘religion of redemption’.95 The once 
apocalyptic and eschatological hope for this world (associated with violence, misery, 
destruction and death) was replaced with the Gnostic religion of the ideal spiritual life 
of redemption, believed as being beyond the physical world.96 Christianity was, 
therefore, characterised during the middle-ages by a flight from the world towards what 
was considered a superior means of attaining holiness: the transcendent97 or other-
                                                          
93 Sheldrake, Befriending, p. 11. 
94 Jürgen Moltmann, The Source of Life: The Holy Spirit and the Theology of Life (London: SCM Press 
Ltd., 1997), p. 71. 
95 Moltmann, The Source of Life, p. 74. 
96 I will be discussing further on the historical problems of dualism and its relation to Chesterton’s 
understanding of holiness in Chapter 5 on the Cross of Christ. 
97 When the terms ‘transcendence’ and ‘immanence’ are mentioned within the body of this thesis, I wish 
to clarify here that I am not relating or referring to the movement ‘transcendentalism’, a religious and 
philosophical movement set up as a protest against the state of intellectualism and the doctrine of the 
Unitarian Church; a movement which involved the idea that people had the power to gain knowledge 
about themselves and the world around them that transcends what they can see, hear and taste. However, 
God’s transcendence in this thesis is understood purely in the traditional theological Catholic/Christian 
sense. This needs to be pointed out early on in this thesis as there can be confusion among modern writers 
with divine immanence degenerating into pantheism. Therefore, the understanding here is that God is a 
perfect and personal Being whose nature and actions infinitely transcends the finite; but that God is also 
immanent within His own Creation because it is necessary for Him to sustain it. There is an important 
study to be undertaken in relation to Chesterton and transcendentalism, realism and anti-realism; but that 
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worldly practice. There were three main ways to devote one’s life during the middle-
ages. The first and ‘lowest’ rung of the spiritual ladder was known as the ‘active life’, 
which consisted of lay and married Christians. The second highest has been called the 
‘radical evangelical types’: ascetics, monks, nuns, founders of non-enclosed religious 
orders, and this particular model consisted of a life of contemplation, prayer and 
apostolic works. It is the third form that is of interest here at this stage of the discussion. 
This third form, considered to be the peak of Christian life, was the ‘Contemplative life’ 
and consisted predominantly of monastics, hermits, and solitaries. 
 
Christian writers commonly portrayed the ‘Contemplative life’ as attained only by the 
‘chosen few’ who could attain exceptional spiritual heights. Reflecting upon the 
understanding that images are unhelpful in attaining a union with God, Henry Mayr-
Harting writes how Augustine Baker’s Holy Wisdom (published in 1657) argues that 
images are only helpful in aiding external works of charity, but are, however, ineffective 
when attempting an encounter with an unknown God:  
True contemplative souls, who are much superior to those in the active life, are 
so by reason of their more profound, pure and imageless recollections. Divine 
inspiration is given free rein when the soul is untroubled by the exercise of the 
imagination, sense or passions.98  
 
Here again one can sense the dualistic approach to the spiritual life, separating the 
ordinary life from the exceptional, therefore discarding the body, regarding it as a 
distraction to encountering God and attaining holiness. St Francis de Sales was a 
representative of those who perceived a danger in ‘withdrawal’ spirituality. His main 
concern was to discover a way of devotion to God that could be practiced in the world 
by Christians engaged in everyday life: a way of becoming holy and spreading the love 
of God amidst ordinary society. Before proceeding to describe de Sales’ particular 
                                                                                                                                                                          
is, however, outside the remit of this thesis. For more information on ‘Transcendentalism’ see Philip F’ 
Gura’s The First Comprehensive History of Transcendentalism: A History (New York: Macmillan, 2008). 
98 Henry Mayr-Harting, ‘Benedictine Holiness’, in Holiness: Past & Present, pp.  260-278 (p. 273).   
37 
 
instruction on a life devoted to God in everyday living, it is important to understand the 
context in which The Introduction to Devout Life was written. In Francis de Sales, Jane 
de Chantal: Letters of Spiritual Direction, Wendy Wright and Joseph Power discuss 
how Christian humanism – which was in ‘full flower’99 by the seventeenth century – 
deeply influenced de Sales. According to Wright and Power, Christian Humanism is 
identified by its method of approaching theological questions from the human 
standpoint, ‘affirming the innate dignity of the person’.100 Christian Humanism teaches 
that human nature, although wounded, was not utterly corrupted by the fall, and 
therefore still retains within itself ‘a natural orientation to God as its supernatural 
end’,101 and that this supernatural end is achieved by a free response and cooperation 
with God’s grace.  
 
Like Christian Humanism, Salesian spirituality, also known as ‘“Salesian optimism”’,102 
does not believe that God predestines individuals to damnation or salvation absolutely, 
but teaches of a compassionate God who gives each person the chance to respond to His 
call to holiness (the perfection of human nature): ‘In humankind Salesian thought sees a 
corresponding impulse to respond to the love lavished upon it by its God. God touches 
each individual with grace, a gratuitously given invitation to union. It is up to each 
person to respond.’103 It is important at this point to emphasise the phrase ‘each person’ 
used here by Wright and Power. They highlight that this radical view of a ‘lovingly 
inclined God’ raised the question of who actually was called to ‘authentic Christian 
life’.104 The answer is that ‘all were called’. Salesian spirituality teaches that religious 
                                                          
99 Wright and Power, ‘Introduction’, in The Classics of Western Spirituality: Francis de Sales, Jane de 
Chantal:  Letters of Spiritual Direction, (New Jersey: Paulist Press, 1988), pp. 9-90 (p. 34). 
100 Wright and Power, ‘Introduction’, Letters of Spiritual Direction, p. 34. 
101 Wright and Power, ‘Introduction’, Letters of Spiritual Direction, p. 34. 
102 Wright and Power, ‘Introduction’, Letters of Spiritual Direction, p. 34. 
103 Wright and Power, ‘Introduction’, Letters of Spiritual Direction, p. 35. 
104 Wright and Power, ‘Introduction’, Letters of Spiritual Direction, p. 35. 
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and laypeople alike have one ‘compelling’ and overarching vocation: ‘to realize his or 
her fullest capacity for love of God’.105  
 
In her book Bond of Perfection: Jeanne De Chantal and Francois De Sales, Wendy 
Wright gives a concise explanation of the aim of de Sales’ Introduction to the Devout 
Life: ‘a meditative exercise designed to trace the way one moves from the small spark of 
desire to lead a devout life to the full embrace of that life’.106 The suggestion that one 
only requires a ‘small spark of desire’ could once again make de Sales’ way of 
becoming holy appealing to ordinary Christians and those unfamiliar with the practice 
of the spiritual life, for it implies that anyone possessing a ‘small spark’ of desire can 
begin the journey of a life lived with God. The teaching is that the holy life is simply the 
full embrace of the life one already possesses, except that when one is holier, the 
ordinary life is lived as perfectly in union with God as one can make it. As Power and 
Wright explain: ‘Human and divine were, in Salesian thought, inextricably entwined 
[...] in [Francis’] mind his very humanity was in fact the vessel which could contain the 
miracle of divine life.’107 It appears that de Sales wants to make clear to his readers that 
his conception of devotion teaches that perfection is attainable for any Christian, no 
matter who they may be, for it is simply the making holy of one’s ordinary life: 
[…] every vocation becomes more agreeable when united with devotion. The 
care of the family is rendered more peaceable, the love of the husband and wife 
more sincere, the service of the prince more faithful, and every type of 
employment more pleasant and agreeable [...] Wheresoever we are, we can and 
should aspire to a perfect life.108 
 
                                                          
105 Wright and Power, ‘Introduction’, Letters of Spiritual Direction, p. 36. 
106 Wendy M. Wright, Bond of Perfection: Jeanne de Chantal and Francois de Sales (New York: Paulist 
Press, 1985), p. 120. 
107 Wright and Power. ‘Introduction’, Letters of Spiritual Direction, p. 38. 
108 Francis de Sales, Introduction to the Devout Life (New York: Image Books, 1955), p. 40. 
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His spirituality focuses on the importance of surrendering the entire self to God’s will, 
but as a result of wounds inflicted by the fall in order to do this successfully, one must 
purge the soul of all evil affections:  
[…] the soul that aspires to the honor of being the spouse of the Son of God 
must “put off the old man, and put on the new,” by forsaking sin, and removing 
and cutting away every obstacle which may prevent her union with God.109 
 
Not unlike Ignatian spirituality,110 de Sales’ way of devotion involved what Wright and 
Power describe as: ‘the subtle interior art of distinguishing good and evil spirits’.111 He 
believed that in order to purge the soul of evil affections and exercise the virtues, it is 
not at all necessary to wear a hair shirt or practice painful mortification of the flesh. He 
speaks of the importance of exercising the virtue ‘which is most comfortable to our 
duty, not that which is most agreeable to our tastes’.112 De Sales proceeds to explain that 
whilst being a soldier, a married woman, or widow it is sometimes not convenient to 
choose ‘corporal alms before spiritual; the hair shirt, fasting, going barefoot, using the 
discipline, and other such corporal mortifications’.113 He regards these particular 
mortifications as too ‘showy’. Instead, he argues that the more excellent virtues are the 
‘mortifications of the heart’, the unseen discipline of practicing ‘meekness, mildness, 
modesty’.114  
 
De Sales recognises that many interpret the call to holiness in a way that requires them 
to take a completely new path; to undertake a radically different life to their peers 
                                                          
109 Francis de Sales, Devout Life, p. 43. 
110 Ignatius of Loyola’s Spiritual Exercises, which became the basis of the spirituality of the Jesuit order 
called the Society of Jesus founded by Ignatius in 1540, came as a shock to the Church because it taught 
that Christians could become holy via action in the world and not necessarily through strict ascetic 
practices of self-denial and mystical experiences. As Margaret R. Miles notes: ‘Jesuits were encouraged 
not to mortify their bodies by excessive fasting, loss of sleep, or whatever might harm their studies, 
activities of service, and missions. The Word Made Flesh: A History of Christian thought (Oxford: 
Blackwell Publishing, 2005), p. 306. 
111 Wright and Power, ‘Introduction’, Letters of Spiritual Direction, p. 40. 
112 Francis de Sales, Devout Life, p. 118. 
113 Francis de Sales, Devout Life, pp. 118-119. 
114 Francis de Sales, Devout Life, p. 118-119.  
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around them; one that demands they leave all that is material – interpreting ‘material’ as 
meaning ordinary, routine and mundane living – and go into the desert. His is a 
teaching, however, that emphasises how it is possible for the ordinary person to aim at 
perfection in their daily lives by focusing upon their interior. He explains that there is 
no need to seek out physical pain as a means to discipline the bad affections of the soul, 
because practising the spiritual, inner virtues of the heart – such as meekness, mildness 
and modesty – can themselves mean taking a difficult path, often in opposition to one’s 
natural desires. He recognises that there may come a time in life when it seems 
impossible to remain patient, meek and mild, such as when physical illness may befall a 
person or on the occasion of losing a loved one. All of these, the myriad of ordinary life 
experiences, are for de Sales enough to train the soul for perfection and surrender it to 
God’s will: 
We should attend with great reverence to the admonition given by our 
Blessed Savior to His disciples: “Eat such things as are set before you.” It is, in 
my opinion, a greater virtue to eat without preference what is laid before you [...] 
than always to choose the worst. Although this latter way of living seems more 
austere, yet the former has more resignation [...] it is no small mortification to 
accommodate our taste to all kinds of meat and keep it in subjection to all 
occurrences.115  
 
It can be seen that this form of the mortification of the interior affections is, for de 
Sales, a more effective way to die to the self and conform to God’s will. Further, this 
form of devotion to God, practiced quietly hidden within the heart, does not need a 
radical change in the circumstances of a person’s life, whether that be in a shop, office 
or factory. As Wright and Power state:  
[...] the arena of the dying is interior and the opportunities for Christ-like 
surrender present themselves daily in the most ordinary of circumstances. Jesus 
lives among people as gentleness, kindness, mutual regard, etc. – all the little 
virtues that mark one as relationally aware.116  
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116 Wright and Power. ‘Introduction’, Letters of Spiritual Direction, p. 62. 
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It is clear that Salesian spirituality is relational as well as personal, which means that it 
consists of attaining holiness by being Christ-like among one’s neighbours rather than 
withdrawing from the world to achieve mystical states of perfection. De sales’ 
spiritually is a life combining contemplation and action. He speaks of the two arms of 
love: the first arm of love is what he terms ‘contemplation’, which he teaches as the 
one-to-one relationship in prayer and meditation between a person and God, and which 
takes place and begins (as stressed earlier), in the heart. It is therefore not until the heart 
has been purged of the sins and allowed God’s love and will to grow within them, that a 
person can then reach out in love to their neighbour; which is what de Sale’s signifies as 
his second arm of love, that of action:  
As this sweet Jesus lives within your heart, so will He also live in all your 
conduct, and He will appear in your eyes, your mouth, your hands, and even in 
the hair on your head. You will be able to say with St. Paul, “I live, now not I, 
but Christ liveth in me.” In a word, he who has gained the heart has gained the 
whole man.117  
  
According to de Sales, Christians do not have to go extremes to be charitable, but are 
required simply to love every person with whom they come into contact, as each 
relationship is an expression of God’s love. Wright and Power explain, therefore, that 
the ideal word to describe the Salesian spirit is “between”: 
It is what goes on between persons, in their relationships, that is of the essence 
in making Jesus live. This interpersonal dimension of the Salesian spirit deepens 
the importance of the insight that it is in the midst that one loves God. For it is 
not that one glimpses God despite the persons around one but that one finds God 
precisely through and with those persons.118 
 
The example of de Sales is central to the discussion of the tensions which exist within 
the concept of the practice of holiness, and the idea of holiness in the everyday, for 
several reasons. His method is attractive for its simplicity of practice within an ordinary, 
busy day-to-day life. His life of devotion is simply a journey of love which can begin 
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with a ‘small spark’ in the heart of ‘each person’. De Sales teaches that God is full of 
compassion and mercy and calls each person into union with Him in the very midst of 
their ordinary lives. It is a spiritual life of both contemplation and action, whereby the 
contemplation consists of simple meditation and mental prayer which is focused on the 
Cross of Jesus, conveying the importance of dying to self and living only for God. This 
dying to the self does not require exterior mortification, but a simple focus on purging 
inner evil affections from the soul, along with the practice of the ‘little virtues’ of 
patience, meekness and humility, especially during times of trial and suffering which 
may befall a person. Being interior, this practice of contemplation can take place 
anywhere and at any moment.  
De Sales’ understanding of action – loving thy neighbour – again stresses the 
compatibility of his spirituality upon daily life. It has been shown how de Sales teaches 
that the method of interior meditation on Jesus – the reflection of His virtues, as well as 
distinguishing between the good and bad affections – should finally allow Jesus to come 
alive in that person, and be evident in their lives. The teaching is that it is a simple and 
universally accessible path to holiness.  
In Chapter 5 of this thesis I will be reflecting upon the misconceptions surrounding 
asceticism and the problems of dualism in Christianity which Chesterton, like de Sales, 
addressed and strove to resolve. I shall be arguing in Chapters 3, 4 and again in 5, how 
Chesterton’s sacramental understanding of the world, based upon the Christian belief 
that Creation is part and reflective of its Creator, as well as a belief in the Incarnation of 
God into the world, appears to be teaching a way of becoming holy by engaging with 
the world, rather than withdrawing from it. 
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5. Conclusion 
In this chapter I have attempted to show how the Christian meaning of holiness has 
altered throughout the ages. One of the major tensions affecting the way in which 
holiness is understood has been the tension between subjective and objective 
approaches to theology. Furthermore, it seems that the Enlightenment period played a 
major role in the way people came to view holiness. For this reason, it was important to 
show the current, relevant debates which have been affected by the persuasive thought 
of the Enlightenment movement; these were the discussions on ‘The Place of 
Imagination in Theology’ and ‘The Divorce between Spirituality and Theology and the 
need for Integration’. Both of these discussions highlighted how subjectivity, as a result 
of Enlightenment ideas, came to be regarded with suspicion and to some extent still is;     
and that objective, abstract and rational logic are perceived as the more reliable form of 
approaching theology. As a result of such tensions, the historic understanding of 
holiness has received much criticism; it is often accused of being elitist, transcendent, 
abstract and thus out of reach for the majority of lay-Christians. Such Christians did, 
and still do, come to the conclusion that holiness is only attained and therefore only 
really aimed at the monastic, scholastic and the intellectual elite.  
It is being argued in this thesis that the writer, G.K. Chesterton, was an important figure 
in relation to the criticism made in the debate: that the real attainment of holiness is only 
for the ‘chosen few’. It was important to highlight some representatives of the various 
and most relevant tensions in the historical debate in order to put forward a more 
accurate understanding of the meaning of holiness. By investigating the different ways 
in which St Thérèse of Lisieux, St Thomas à Kempis, and St Francis de Sales sought to 
address what they perceived as the incorrect ‘heroic’, ‘withdrawn’ and ‘intellectual’ 
understandings of Christian holiness it is, therefore, now possible to place G.K. 
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Chesterton within the debate. Like St Thérèse, à Kempis, and de Sales, Chesterton 
sought to address what he viewed and therefore portrayed in his writing as a 
misunderstanding of Christian holiness. However, this thesis will reveal that Chesterton 
was a figure who was quite unlike the representatives highlighted in this chapter; this 
writer was not born into Catholicism and did not join a religious order, neither did he 
write in a conventionally theological way. Instead, the originality of Chesterton’s 
approach to issues connected with holiness will be shown to lie firstly in the fact that he 
came to the Catholic belief all by himself, and secondly, because of the way he used 
literature and rhetorical techniques to convey theological teachings on holiness.  
Chesterton is an important figure in the current debate on the importance of using 
imagination in theology, and this is precisely because he saw the importance of 
Christians using their own imagination in order to grasp transcendent reality. He is a 
figure who represents the argument that subjective and personal approaches to an 
understanding of holiness are important in awakening the Christian to what may seem to 
be an out of date concept of the Church. The word ‘holiness’ is often perceived as 
belonging to the realms of scholastic and dry theology of the past and irrelevant to the 
modern Christian. This thesis will present a writer whose approach to the understanding 
of holiness is original and exciting in his provocation of the imagination, creating 
mental images and atmospheres through a wide range of literary genres, aiding his 
readers to see anew a central teaching of the Church: the attainment of holiness. The 
following chapters will show how Chesterton conveys theological concepts through this 
use of figurative language, transcending the limitations of language itself; what Michael 
Hurley terms ‘thinking through language’.119 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
 
 
1. Chesterton as Theologian: David W. Fagerberg, Aidan Nichols O.P. and Stratford 
Caldecott 
 
Often people react with surprise when informed that Chesterton is being spoken of in 
some circles as a theological writer, as Aidan Nichols remarks: ‘It is not customary to 
consider G.K. Chesterton a theologian’.1 I too have experienced the raised eyebrow 
when informing academics and others at relevant various conferences that I am working 
on a thesis exploring Chesterton’s theology of holiness. Thus, it has been encouraging 
to learn that an eminent theologian such as Aidan Nichols affirms my own convictions 
that there is value in viewing Chesterton as a theologian. Nichols states that although it 
is a fact that Chesterton ‘may not have considered himself a theologian’,2 it does not 
follow that we have to take his word for it. Chesterton, as this thesis hopes to prove, 
valued humility as one of the truly great virtues; he is everywhere self-deprecating 
about his own abilities.  
  
Nichols has written a systematic book on Chesterton as a theologian and he states that 
Chesterton’s ‘sympathy with theologians is unmistakeable’.3 Furthermore, there are 
articles by renowned theologians who speak of the main elements of Chesterton’s 
theology: these are mainly the sense of wonder and awe which he held before Creation, 
and his continual sense of gratitude to God for the gift of Creation. In his essay which 
explores whether Chesterton can seriously be acknowledged as a theologian, Stratford 
Caldecott writes how Chesterton: 
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[…] described theology as a “sublime detective story” in which the purpose is 
not to discover how someone died, but why he is alive. The notable author of the 
“Father Brown” stories and President of the Detection Club may qualify as a 
theologian after all.’4 In the New Jerusalem Chesterton announces that theology 
‘is only thought applied to religion;’5 and as Caldecott states: ‘Very few have 
applied thought to religion as effectively as he.6  
 
Nichols wrote his book with the anticipation that it might inspire others to regard 
Chesterton’s thought in a more theological light: I hope that […] this modest book will 
help to encourage theological interest in Chesterton, and indeed, the interest of 
Chestertonians in theology.’7 Prior to Nichols’ work (published in 2009), and although 
differing in style, David Fagerberg also wrote a book on Chesterton’s theology: The 
Size of Chesterton’s Catholicism (1998). Both of these works and Caledcott’s articles 
‘Chesterton’s Spirituality of Gratitude and Praise’8 and ‘Was Chesterton a Theologian?’ 
have been of considerable value to my own thesis on Chesterton’s concept of holiness 
in the everyday. This thesis will be showing the integration of both Chesterton’s 
theology and his understanding of holiness in daily life; but in order to understand 
Chesterton’s spirituality, it is important to identify and understand his theology. 
Fagerberg, Nichols and Caldecott have covered ground further identifying Chesterton’s 
theology which has been of value.  
 
Apart from Nichol’s book on Chesterton’s theology, it was also affirming to discover, 
after reading Fagerberg’s work The Size of Chesterton’s Catholicism, how my own 
development of thought on Chesterton’s spirituality and theology was consistent with 
other theological writers on Chesterton. For instance, declaring Chesterton as an 
                                                          
4 Stratford Caldecott, ‘Was Chesterton a Theologian?’, in The Chesterton Review, Volume. XXIV, No. 4 
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‘apologist’ in the opening chapter to his book, Fagerberg writes of how: ‘The 
Catholicism for which Chesterton makes apology embraces the world, the common 
person, ritual life, and pagan antiquity, giving the imagination ample material for its 
work’.9 In fact, this theme of Chesterton’s ‘all-embracing’ Catholicism, is carried 
throughout Fagerberg’s work and is important with regards to this thesis, because it 
affirms its main argument: that holiness can be attained by all and is not just for the very 
few. Fagerberg argues that he is addressing what he sees as a common 
misunderstanding and misinterpretation among critics, which is that Chesterton was 
illiberal in his thinking: ‘Though Chesterton is sometimes interpreted as strait and 
narrow, I have found him straight and broad.’10 It is this theme of the ‘broadness’ of 
Chesterton’s theology which is of value to this thesis. 
 
Like Fagerberg I had come to the conclusion that Chesterton’s theology is not elitist, 
narrow or confined, but inclusive and universal. This decision was based upon the fact 
that Chesterton’s theology is sacramental, firstly as a result of his understanding of 
Creation theology – that the world has been made and comes from God (which I will be 
looking at in depth in Chapter 3 and finalising in Chapter 5) –  but also as a result of the 
Incarnation of God: that because ‘the Word was made flesh’ through the entry of Christ 
on Earth, every single thing no matter how small, seemingly unimportant and ordinary 
has been sanctified by Him.11 Thus whatever Chesterton wrote, no matter the subject, it 
was underpinned by his belief that all good things have their origin in God the Creator. 
As Fagerberg writes: 
The issues tackled by Chesterton in print are multitudinous, but they are 
all ways of gaining access to a central core of convictions he objects to being 
                                                          
9 David W. Fagerberg, The Size of Chesterton’s Catholicism (Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 
1998), p. 2. 
10 Fagerberg, The Size, p. 2.   
11 See Chapter 4 for an in-depth discussion on Chesterton’s understanding and teaching on the 
Incarnation. 
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violated. This explains why no matter what subject he writes about, the reader 
has the feeling of being on familiar territory. “Gilbert said once he was willing 
to start anywhere and develop from anything the whole of his philosophy.” 
(Ward. Chesterton, p. 242). His understanding of grace and nature was such that 
he combined the most startling concepts.12     
 
It is the last line from the above quote – that Chesterton’s ‘understanding of grace and 
nature was such that he combined the most startling of concepts’ – which makes 
Fagerberg’s book relevant to my own thesis on holiness in daily life. Fagerberg’s work 
on Chesterton as Catholic apologist is pervaded by this main theme: that Chesterton 
understands how all nature is touched by grace; that his theology is not dualistic. 
However, although Fagerberg does bring up the subject of the importance of perceiving 
asceticism correctly in ‘Chapter Two: The Fairy Godmother Philosophy’, he does not 
relate or devote space to any substantial extent to the subject of asceticism as an 
everyday concept leading to holiness.  
 
The style which Fagerberg uses to discuss Chesterton’s theology also differentiates his 
work from my own thesis. Although arranged thematically and a well-organised book, 
Fagerberg deliberately chose to make his particular book on Chesterton’s Catholic 
apology an access to Chesterton’s own words rather than Fagerberg’s:  
This study of Chesterton as Catholic apologist proposes to gather 
passages from his works and weave them around a series of issues which reveal 
the capaciousness of Catholic paradox which he was so fond of exploring […] 
Chesterton has a rhetorical style which makes him easily quotable, and I hope to 
exploit this for the reader’s benefit. I would like the reader to encounter 
Chesterton’s thought as directly as possible.13 
 
Moreover, Fagerberg’s book differs from this thesis in that he decided to keep his 
secondary sources to a bare minimum, using one main source: Maisie Ward’s biography 
of Chesterton. What he does show is that Chesterton’s theology is consistent and can 
actually be placed within a coherent theological framework. Fagerberg’s work is 
                                                          
12 Fagerberg, The Size, pp. 13-14. 
13 Fagerberg, The Size, p. 1. 
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devoted to Chesterton as Catholic apologist and centres more upon the doctrines of the 
Church which Chesterton defended, than on his concept of holiness alone. Thus this 
thesis will be going beyond Fagerberg’s work, by focusing on the theme of holiness 
solely and its underpinning in Chesterton’s doctrinal theology.  
 
Likewise, Nichols does not have much to say about Chesterton’s understanding of 
holiness. His book on Chesterton has been valuable in the sense that it has helped me to 
further understand Chesterton through the use of more scholastic and theological 
language. The following quote is an example of the way in which Nichols uses 
scholastic language to signal Chesterton’s thinking as a system of thought. Speaking on 
Chesterton’s concept of ‘joy without a cause’, Nichols writes: 
It may be said at once that by calling joy uncaused, Chesterton did not 
mean that it was a random or chance occurrence, ontologically rootless. On the 
contrary, precisely because, for him, joy is neither empirically bounded nor 
ethically relevant, its foundation must be sought at a deeper level, where the 
finite opens onto the infinite.14  
 
Thus, having helpfully established Chesterton as a theologian in his recent book, and 
affirmed by own contention, I aim to follow on from Nichols’ work by narrowing down 
the subject to an aspect of Chesterton’s theology which I believe can contribute to 
current discussions in theology and spirituality: I will be focusing entirely upon 
Chesterton’s concept of holiness in the everyday.  
 
Stratford Caldecott also touches upon Chesterton’s all-inclusive and non-elitist 
approach to Christian theology. From the articles which exist on Chesterton’s theology 
and spirituality, it is Caldecott’s essay on Chesterton’s spirituality which has proved to 
be of most importance and encouragement to the proposition of this thesis. In his article 
                                                          
14 Nichols, Theologian, p. 108. 
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Caldecott touches upon what he also called Chesterton’s ‘“everyday spirituality”’.15 
Here he places Chesterton’s everyday spirituality in the context of theology. The writer 
argues – as I do in this thesis – that ‘Christian spirituality is in its essence an “everyday” 
spirituality, because it is founded on the Incarnation of God into everyday life, within 
the flesh of ordinary human existence’.16 For Caldecott, Christianity does not consist of 
‘exotic techniques to extricate ourselves from the normal state of human 
consciousness’. Instead he argues that: ‘So-called Christian “techniques” of prayer […] 
the Rosary, or the ascetic disciplines […] are subordinate to a more essential thing, 
which is the loving relationship of the heart of man to the heart of God.’ He goes on to 
comment that without this love, the Sacraments, prayers and even the grace of God 
Himself will ‘all fall on stony ground’.17 
 
Chesterton’s contribution to current discussions on spirituality and theology – and more 
specifically holiness – has not been explored in depth; and it is this important teaching 
which I aim to address in this thesis. The fact that the main focus upon Chesterton’s 
concept of holiness itself has only been devoted to the short, limited and concise space 
of an article by Caldecott, led me to believe that such important themes of Chesterton’s 
spirituality and theology do indeed need to be explored in much greater depth. 
 
2. Chesterton’s Understanding of Evil: Mark J. Knight, William Oddie and Ralph C. 
Wood 
 
As a result of my studies, I have come to the conclusion that Chesterton’s understanding 
of holiness is closely related to his concept of evil. The following are three main works 
                                                          
15 Caldecott, ‘Chesterton’s Spirituality’, p. 87. 
16 Caldecott, ‘Chesterton’s Spirituality’, p. 87. 
17 Caldecott, ‘Chesterton’s Spirituality’, p. 87. 
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which are important to my own thinking on this particular aspect of Chesterton’s 
thought. In Chapter 5 of my thesis, I shall be looking at Chesterton’s understanding of 
the Cross in relation to holiness. At the beginning of this particular chapter I will be 
highlighting the differing views held by several critics on the subject of Chesterton and 
suffering. A number of critics dismiss the view that Chesterton gave much thought to 
the reality of suffering in the world. The limited number of critics who believe that 
Chesterton did take account of suffering, affirms what this thesis hopes to show and that 
it is Chesterton’s own personal experience of suffering18 which eventually contributed 
to the optimistic view of life for which he is most famous.  
 
The idea that Chesterton’s optimistic outlook on life is connected to his experience and 
understanding of evil is explored in great detail by William Oddie in his recent 
biography Chesterton and the Romance of Orthodoxy: The Making of GKC 1874-1908. 
The aim of Oddie’s book: 
[…] is to trace the growth of Chesterton’s mind from early childhood to the 
point in his literary career at which, as I shall argue, he had fully established the 
intellectual foundations on which the massive oeuvre of his last three decades 
was to be built.’19  
 
It is Oddie’s study of ‘the spiritual crisis of [Chesterton’s] student years’20 which has 
been of most value to the argument put forward in this thesis, wherein he dedicates a 
lengthy part of his biography to this particular crisis, which was deepened for 
Chesterton by his experience at the Slade School of Art in London during the 1890s.21 
Oddie discusses the evolution of Chesterton’s attitude of wonder towards life, and 
gratitude to God. My work attempts to further develop this theme of wonder at 
                                                          
18 I will be reflecting upon Chesterton’s own personal experience of suffering and its relation to the 
development of his theology in Chapter 3. 
19 William Oddie, Chesterton and the Romance of Orthodoxy: The Making of GKC 1874-1908 (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2008), pp. 10-11. 
20 Oddie, Romance of Orthodoxy, p. 10. 
21 The importance of Chesterton’s spiritual crisis will be discussed in Chapter 3. 
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existence and the presence of ‘ordinary’ things and gratitude even for the ‘mundane’ to 
being deeply connected to his concept of the holiness of everyday life.  
 
In his study upon what he terms as Chesterton’s ‘concept of evil’, Mark Knight 
highlights that the purpose of his concluding chapter ‘is to explain how Chesterton’s 
concept of evil complements his “cosmic optimism” rather than contradicting it’.22 Like 
Knight and Oddie, I believe that ‘a solid metaphysical foundation that takes full account 
of the reality of evil’23 supports Chesterton’s optimism. Unlike Knight, however, I 
decided not to limit my exploration of Chesterton’s understanding of holiness to one 
particular literary genre. In order to gain a full understanding of Chesterton’s thought on 
holiness in the everyday it was important for me to broaden my research to include his 
theological works, his journalism as well as his fiction and poetry. A further reason for 
not limiting my research to one particular genre is my understanding that Chesterton’s 
theology seems to pervade most of what he wrote.  
 
A recent book which also shows how Chesterton’s theology of life derived from his 
experience of pessimism, and even evil, is Ralph C. Wood’s Chesterton: The Nightmare 
Goodness of God (September 2011). Wood’s claim is similar to Oddie’s and Knight’s. 
He suggests that it is only when faced with his own experience of nihilism and spiritual 
darkness and his ‘night-haunted terrors’,24 that Chesterton’s optimistic theology of God 
                                                          
22 Mark Knight, The Concept of Evil in the Fiction of G.K. Chesterton: With Special Reference to his use 
of the Grotesque, PhD Thesis (Kings College, London University, 1998), p.197. Knight has since 
published a revised version of this thesis entitled Chesterton and Evil (New York: Fordham University 
Press, 2004). Knight’s quotes used in this thesis have been taken from his doctoral study rather than the 
revised work as these were not included in the published edition. 
23 Knight, The Concept of Evil, pp. 197-8.  
24 Ralph C. Wood, Chesterton: The Nightmare Goodness of God (Texas: Baylor University Press, 2011), 
p. 3. 
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and the world is fully persuasive. His thesis is ‘an effort to overcome the mistake of 
regarding the grace and mercy of God as something always cheering and comforting’.25 
Chapter One of Wood’s book, ‘Man As Holy Monster: Christian Humanism, Evolution, 
and Orthodoxy’ is relevant to my own thesis, for Wood’s explanation of Chesterton’s 
understanding of the ‘Beatific Vision’ is in line with my own argument in this thesis: 
that holiness is a state attained by anyone, no matter how ordinary, and should not be 
held as something that only exists for a select few, particularly for the celibate and those 
who have taken religious vows. Wood signals Chesterton as ‘a Nouvelle Christian 
Humanist’,26 which played a part in the 1930’s to 1990’s la nouvelle théologie 
movement to correct Neo-Scholastic Thomism.27 The Scholastics had, according to the 
Nouvelle Theologie, separated the theology of the Church from the concerns of the 
world by speaking not of one, but of two destinies: one part fallen and one part full of 
grace. Wood argues that Chesterton believed that all people are made for the ‘Beatific 
Vision’, that there cannot possibly be two ‘final destinies for human life’.28 It is a 
theology based upon the Christian belief that Christ became incarnate within the midst 
of human form and activity and therefore made it possible for the most ordinary person 
carrying out even mundane everyday work to attain holiness, to achieve the ‘Beatific 
Vision’ in the midst of human community.  
 
However, Wood does not develop an argument of what it is to be holy or how ordinary 
people are to become holy. He does not suggest that Chesterton is writing for this 
purpose, as I wish to. Even though he acknowledges a person is made for divine life, 
and that this life can be achieved amidst human society, the following chapters of 
Wood’s work move in an entirely different direction to my own thesis. Once he has 
                                                          
25 Wood, The Nightmare Goodness, p. 6. 
26 Wood, The Nightmare Goodness, p. 7. 
27 Wood, The Nightmare Goodness, p. 9. 
28 Wood, The Nightmare Goodness, p. 9. 
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highlighted how Chesterton understood that every person has the potential to enter fully 
into divine life or the ‘Beatific Vision’, Wood ends this line of study and proceeds to 
write on Chesterton’s understanding of ‘Patriotism’.  
 
It is in his chapter ‘The Bane and Blessing of Civilization: Torture, Democracy, and The 
Ballad of the White Horse,’ and under the sub-heading - “Naught for Your comfort”: 
The Dark Character of Christian Joy’,29 that Wood’s book reveals a little more 
relevance to my own work, particularly to my discussion in Chapter 5 on Chesterton’s 
understanding of a person’s ability to become holy amidst adversity. However, although 
highlighting how Christian joy can come of suffering, Wood’s chapter does not relate 
the subject of joy in adversity to the possibility of becoming holy in the everyday; 
whereas my own study is a particular focus on holiness in the context of Chesterton’s 
theology more generally. 
 
 
3.  Chesterton’s Understanding of Holiness: Sr Marie Virginia S.N.D., Emile 
Cammaerts, Fr Robert Wild and The Holiness of G.K. Chesterton ed. by William Oddie 
 
In her work G.K. Chesterton’s Evangel Sr Virginia considered it of importance to 
investigate Chesterton’s spirituality; in fact she proclaimed his spirituality to be a 
‘Gospel’. Sr Virginia does confirm my own contention that, for Chesterton, humility 
was a central main virtue which each person ‘regardless of rank or position’ requires in 
order to become Christ-like: 
The futility of life without Christian principles was clearly recognized by 
Chesterton […] It was Chesterton’s belief that each human soul had, in a sense, 
to enact for itself the gigantic humility of the Incarnation, and that everyone 
must descend into the flesh to meet mankind.30 
                                                          
29 Wood, The Nightmare Goodness, p. 161. 
30 Sister Marie Virginia, S.N.D., G.K. Chesterton’s Evangel (New York: Benziger Brothers, 1937), p. 25. 
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A further value of Sr Virginia’s work to my own thesis is the fact that she too 
recognised how Chesterton’s understanding of the Christian call to holiness was of an 
all-inclusive kind. Chesterton, in his life and profession as a journalist, and in his 
charity, had an extraordinarily wide association with men and women of all classes and 
backgrounds. At times he would enter into fierce controversy on the platform with 
opponents and attack their arguments in debate, or satirise them skilfully. However, the 
charity he showed towards them personally, meant that although they might remain 
opposed in argument, a great many became his close friends because he saw the 
‘concealed sublimity’ and knew that every soul should be highly regarded: 
In the most ordinary man, the followers of Christ see a concealed 
sublimity. This fact was recognized by Chesterton; and, even though he 
entertained by caricaturing the foibles of men with an incomparable satire, yet 
his cleverness never descended to a mere belittling or degrading of his fellow-
men. The mystical Chesterton knew that every human soul is worth saving, and 
that the surest ark in which to work out one’s salvation is the sacred shelter of 
the Church of Christ.31 
 
However, throughout her book, Sr Virginia describes Chesterton as ‘mystical’ and 
believed that his spiritual outlook on life developed as a result of having received 
special grace from God: ‘God’s grace conveyed His message to the poet […] showing 
him scenes and visions which the artist in him transformed into verse bearing the 
message of the Evangel, lifting the hearts of his readers to nobler things’.32 Elsewhere 
she writes: ‘Before we turn the last pages of this book, let us pay our loving tribute to 
the memory of Mr Chesterton. For him, Christ’s Crusader and Our Lady’s minstrel, we 
shall often pray.’33 Whereas Sr Virginia locates the sources of Chesterton’s writing in 
his so-called ‘mystical experience’, I am taking an entirely different line and looking at 
the writer’s theological understanding of holiness; whether or not Chesterton was a 
                                                          
31 Virginia, Evangel, p. 25. 
32 Virginia, Evangel, p. 209. 
33 Virginia, Evangel, p. 239. 
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mystic is not of interest to this particular thesis. Although valuable in terms of her 
understanding of Chesterton’s spirituality,34 Sr Virginia’s work remains more of a 
devotional and personal tribute to Chesterton. As Leonard Feeney writes in the 
‘Foreword’: 
Her method has not been aprioristic. She lets his books, in aptly chosen 
passages, speak for themselves […] This book will not compete with those 
others which deal with Chesterton as a political or literary figure. But it will be 
greatly cherished by those who wish to know his inner secret, and to fathom the 
depths of his most outstanding virtue: humility, a virtue never known in the 
world until Our Lady’s “Fiat” had been spoken to the Angel, and the Incarnate 
Word came to this world “to dwell amongst us.”35 
 
Likewise, Emile Cammaerts’ work The Laughing Prophet: The Seven Virtues and G.K. 
Chesterton is more of a personal tribute rather a critical study. Both Sr Virginia’s and 
Cammaerts’ works were written in the immediate aftermath of Chesterton’s death, 
hence the homiletic tone.36 In the very title of his book Cammaerts signifies Chesterton 
as a ‘Prophet’, therefore immediately suggesting that his book on Chesterton will be 
more of a personal tribute. A further example that his work was more devotional and 
personal can be found at the beginning of his chapter on Chesterton’s ‘Faith’. Here 
Cammaerts writes: ‘He had at least one trait in common with the saints he praised, Joan 
of Arc, Francis, Thomas Aquinas – a complete  lack of spiritual pride […] he happened 
to be what he preached.’37 And in the following chapter on ‘Hope’ he explains how 
Chesterton: 
[…] distinguished himself from most intellectuals by the fact that he was not in 
the least afraid of being ‘taken in.’ At a time when a morbid terror of ridicule 
stifles our best impulses, when we shrink from any word, any gesture which 
                                                          
34 I will however make reference to Virginia’s book throughout this thesis, in places I believe she offers 
insight to the contribution of Chesterton’s spirituality and concept of holiness in the theological and 
academic tradition. 
35 Leonard Feeney, S.J., ‘Foreword’, in G.K. Chesterton’s Evangel, p. v. 
36 In his ‘Introduction’ Cammaerts writes: ‘My excuse for publishing this book is purely sentimental. 
After losing him, I sought comfort in re-reading some of his works […] To read him, under the stress of 
this recent sorrow, was to be with him again, to feel intensely and acutely his actual presence, to 
recognize at every moment his intonation and the deep chuckle of his laughter.’ The Laughing Prophet: 
The Seven Virtues and G.K. Chesterton (London: Methuen & Co. Ltd., 1937), p. 1.   
37 Cammaerts, The Laughing Prophet, p. 41. 
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might endanger our reputation for cleverness or clear-sightedness, he proclaimed 
that life could only be appreciated and enjoyed by those who took such risks 
gladly and boldly.38 
 
These are clearly personal and laudatory tributes. Most of the chapters in Cammaerts’ 
book begin with this kind of reflective and devotional adulation of Chesterton’s 
character, and naturally tend to eulogise. However, as Nichols arranged Chesterton’s 
theology systematically in his own work, so Cammaerts also brings order to 
Chesterton’s spirituality. By dividing his book into seven chapters on seven Christian 
virtues, as well as explaining Chesterton’s philosophy of life and spiritual insight in 
terms of each one of these virtues, Cammaerts has made it easier for the researcher to 
decipher which aspects of Chesterton’s spirituality have not been studied in depth, and 
which parts of it are in need of further development. Like Virginia, Cammaerts reflects 
on what seems to be for Chesterton one of the most important virtues in the Christian 
life; that of humility. Although Cammaerts does reflect and explain Chesterton’s view 
on humility in his Chapter on ‘Hope’, I believe that this particular theme deserves more 
scope. This is simply because, according to Chesterton, humility is the main virtue in 
need of being attained in order for a person to become holy in the everyday. Moreover, I 
will be discussing in this thesis how humility, according to Chesterton, is a virtue which 
can be developed and perfected anywhere, and by anyone. 
 
Fr Robert Wild’s work, Chesterton as Mystic, provided a helpful exposition of the 
crucial importance of the virtues of childhood to Chesterton; those characteristics of the 
child such as innocence, wonder, humility and trust are virtues Chesterton suggested 
should be practised in everyday life. In the ‘Introduction’ to Fr Wild’s book Stratford 
Caldecott writes: ‘What was his “secret”? It was to love the splendour of the real, and to 
live in adulthood the innocence and wonder of the child who sees everything for the 
                                                          
38 Cammaerts, The Laughing Prophet, p. 62. 
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first time.’39 However, differing from my own study, Fr Wild makes the claim that such 
virtues made Chesterton himself holy, which is beyond the remit of this thesis:  
[…] I was inspired, for two reasons, to take up work once again on the 
manuscript: […] and, if a good case could be made for his reception of a 
mystical grace, this would be a contributing factor to defining his holiness and to 
any future cause. Thus, the topic of this book is very limited but relevant to his 
holiness: could a mystical grace have been operative in Chesterton’s thinking? 40 
 
This was Fr Wild’s main concern throughout his study on Chesterton as ‘The Tumbler 
of God’: to investigate whether Chesterton was granted ‘mystical grace’ in order to 
become holy in his ordinary life as a husband and writer. Again to the ‘Introduction’ of 
Fr Wild’s work, Caldecott wonders whether within his own biography of St Francis, 
‘the mystic poet’,41 there may be a chance of capturing Chesterton’s ‘own religious 
experience’:42 
But here we come upon a challenge. Is it really possible to compare the life of 
such a great ascetic, who attained poverty of spirit through the radical 
renunciation of family and possessions, with the life of a wine-bibbing reporter 
in Fleet Street, or a married suburbanite in Beaconsfield?43 
 
 So Fr Wild’s aim is to explore the meaning of mysticism as it exists in Christian history 
and the manifestation of this form of mysticism in the life of Chesterton himself. After 
this investigation Fr Wild concludes in his final chapter ‘A Different Kind of Mystic, a 
Different Kind of Saint’ with the following: ‘Chesterton says somewhere that “we need 
a new kind of saint.” I believe that’s what he was, a new kind of saint, “the first that 
ever saw a dandelion as it is.”’44 And a little further on he writes: 
Throughout his works he gives us new and penetrating insights into the 
nature of holiness. These insights came from his personal striving for holiness, 
and from his mystical gift of knowledge that I have tried to demonstrate. As a 
                                                          
39 Caldecott, in The Tumbler of God: Chesterton as Mystic, by Fr Robert Wild (Ottawa: Justin Press, 
2012), p. 11. 
40 Wild, Tumbler of God, p. 18. 
41 Caldecott, ‘Intro’, Tumbler of God, p. 11. 
42 Caldecott, ‘Intro’, Tumbler of God, p. 11. 
43 Caldecott, ‘Intro’, Tumbler of God, p. 11-12. 
44 Wild, Tumbler of God, p. 265. 
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layman immersed in the world possessing the gift of knowledge, he has given us 
some new wisdom about sanctity also.45 
 
It is part of the work of my thesis to seek out that ‘new wisdom’ about sanctity. 
However, Fr Wild’s discernment of Chesterton’s understanding of holiness is insightful 
but limited, in being largely about Chesterton personally. Furthermore, even when Fr 
Wild does decide ‘to take a few of [Chesterton’s] ideas about holiness’,46 in his final 
chapter he applies them to Chesterton’s own life, and claims that: ‘This is a kind of 
vicious circle – using his own ideas about sanctity to illustrate his sanctity. I contend 
that mysticism gave him an awareness and understanding of holiness which only a truly 
holy person can possess.’47 The principle focus of Fr Wild’s book is on the persona, the 
holiness of Chesterton himself, whereas the focus of this thesis is on Chesterton’s 
theology of holiness. However, the main contribution his book has made to my own 
thesis was in exhibiting Chesterton as an exemplar of holiness in the everyday: 
‘Chesterton was an authentic lay mystic. If he is canonized, it will be an invaluable 
recognition, on the part of the Church, that his particular path of a lay mysticism is also 
a way of holiness.’48  
 
Thus, this thesis differs from the works by Sr Virginia, Cammaerts and Fr Wild mainly 
in the sense that it does not intend to examine Chesterton’s own personal spirituality 
and potential holiness or ‘mystical grace’, but rather investigates and elucidates his 
concept of holiness in a theological sense. 
 
Lastly, the essays within The Holiness of G. K. Chesterton49 are a collection of talks 
given by various speakers at a Conference held in 2010. In this book there are valuable 
                                                          
45 Wild, Tumbler of God, p. 266. 
46 Wild, Tumbler of God, p. 266. 
47 Wild, Tumbler of God, p. 266. 
48 Wild, Tumbler of God, p. 24. 
49 The Holiness of G. K. Chesterton, ed. by William Oddie (Hereford: Gracewing, 2010). 
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comments made by William Oddie and Fr John Saward that are relevant to the 
argument of this thesis. As he did in his biography of Chesterton (which has been 
mentioned previously), Oddie confirms my own thinking on the connection Chesterton 
makes between wonder, God and the development of holiness in the everyday, which I 
will be discussing in Chapter 3.  
 
In his essay on the similarities between the holiness of St Thérèse of Lisieux and 
Chesterton, although speaking more upon the holiness of Chesterton, Fr Saward does 
make some valuable comments on Chesterton’s understanding of holiness and 
recognises that Chesterton’s concept of the spiritual life is very similar to that of St 
Thérèse. However, similar to Cammaerts, Sr Virginia, and Fr Wild the collected essays 
in The Holiness of G.K. Chesterton focus most of their attention upon the question of 
Chesterton’s own personal holiness rather than upon what Chesterton understood as 
holiness in Christian theology; of which the latter is more pertinent to this thesis, and 
therefore limited the usefulness of this particular work. 
 
 
4. Chesterton’s Use of Literary Devices: Hugh Kenner, Herbert Marshall McLuhan and 
Michael D. Hurley 
 
Chesterton is famous – or perhaps it is more accurate to state that Chesterton is 
infamous – for being a writer of paradoxes. It is the contention of this thesis, along with 
a number of scholars and writers that Chesterton’s use of paradox was, and still largely 
is, misunderstood. He has been criticised by numerous critics over the years for using 
language for mere ornamental and entertainment purposes. In 1905 an anonymous critic 
wrote an article in the Saturday Review accusing Chesterton to be ‘suffering from 
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himself’.50 Furthermore, entitling his article on Chesterton as ‘A Lack of Dignity’, F.W.  
Elias suggests that through paradox, Chesterton delighted his audiences with numerous 
‘tricks’ and was constantly awaiting his readers’ ‘applause’.51 And in another unsigned 
review, this time in The Westminster Gazette, the critic announces how Chesterton’s use 
of paradox and other literary devices were nothing but ‘unnecessary obstacles’ to the 
thoughts of a fine mind. According to this critic Chesterton’s sole desire was simply to 
appear brilliant, and in service of that aim, deliberately ‘cudgelled his brains for some 
verbal formula which would lend itself to his favourite trick, and then exercised a 
further ingenuity to find a thought to fit it’.52 The suggestion here then, is that as with 
the showman, Chesterton’s chief aim in life was to gain rapturous applause and 
adulation like a performer; and one understands that performers perform for 
performance’s sake. Therefore, in intellectual and indeed didactic terms such an aim is 
simply vacuous. It was precisely because Chesterton seemed to be this self-obsessed 
showman that many of his critics believed it stripped him of the dignity required to be 
appreciated as a serious writer: 
There was a time when we made ready to welcome a prophet, to incline our ears 
to a new voice. But the prophet came not – only a very clever young man who 
provided us with excellent amusement […] But we should listen to him with 
deeper respect were he to present the truth to us less in the form of verbal 
acrobatics.53 
 
When one has examined a substantial amount of such-like criticism it no longer seems 
surprising that Chesterton was not a writer whom theological scholars and exegetists 
could accept as one of their own. From the point of view of such critics Chesterton’s 
apparent superficial playfulness and verbal trickery did not help him to be viewed as a 
serious writer. Aware that Chesterton was a writer who needed to be understood 
                                                          
50 Unsigned Review, ‘Saturday Review’ (15 July 1905), in G.K. Chesterton: The Critical Judgments, Part 
I: 1900-1937 (Belgium: Antwerp Studies in English Literature, 1976), p. 105. 
51 F. W. Elias: ‘A Lack of Dignity’, ‘The Bookman’ (July 1905), in The Critical Judgments, p. 109. 
52 Unsigned Review, ‘The Westminster Gazette’ (2 July 1910), in The Critical Judgments, p. 246. 
53 Elias, ‘A Lack of Dignity’, p. 109.  
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correctly, in his ‘Introduction’ to Hugh Kenner’s Paradox in Chesterton Marshall 
McLuhan seeks (with Kenner) to address the problem of Chesterton’s unpopularity as a 
writer in academic institutions: 
To-day the Chesterton public remains very much the public which read his 
books as they appeared. And for these readers he inevitably represents a variety 
of literary attitudes and manners which have begun to “date” in a way which 
bars many younger readers from approaching him. So that, for example, even in 
Catholic colleges books by Chesterton are not commonly on the reading-lists.54  
 
McLuhan suggests that ‘many younger readers’55 are put off from reading Chesterton 
due to his literary attitudes and manners. However, this is not a complete account of 
why Chesterton is not read by ‘younger readers’ today, for many of them are students. 
The reasons for Chesterton’s unpopularity in academic institutions are likely to be far 
more complex. McLuhan continues that the cause of Chesterton’s unpopularity is again 
due to the ‘tiresome’ tricks and ‘verbal acrobatics’ that Chesterton appeared to enjoy 
using. Instead, he argues what is of more value and relevance in Chesterton is his 
‘metaphysical intuition of being’.56 However, McLuhan states that to be esteemed as a 
writer, and therefore save Chesterton ‘from this growing indifference’, one has to leave 
behind the playful Chesterton and focus entirely upon his more serious writing and 
therefore present ‘him as a master of analogical perception and argument’.57 And a little 
further on he writes: ‘So very impressive is this metaphysical side of Chesterton that it 
is always embarrassing to encounter the Chesterton fan who is keen about The Ballad of 
the White Horse or the hyperbolic descriptive parts of Chesterton’s prose.’58 McLuhan 
and Kenner both focus large parts of their studies upon this so-called ‘word-play’, and 
in highlighting different aspects, discuss their worth.  
 
                                                          
54 McLuhan, ‘Introduction’, p. xi. 
55 McLuhan, ‘Introduction’, p. xi. 
56 McLuhan, ‘Introduction’, p. xi. 
57 McLuhan, ‘Introduction’, p. xi. 
58 McLuhan, ‘Introduction’, p. xix. 
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Kenner’s book is a clearly laid out and informative study upon the meaning of paradox, 
followed by an examination into Chesterton’s own use of the device in his writing. 
Kenner argues that Chesterton’s analogical thinking and perception of reality are 
fundamental qualities which help his readers grasp the more elusive and intangible 
mysteries of being: 
Chesterton must be taken seriously because paradox must be taken seriously, 
both as a tool of expression and as an ingredient of reality […] I appeal to an 
older tradition which finds paradox in the deepest mysteries and is driven to 
paradoxical language in the simplest statements of what it sees.59    
 
However, where Kenner’s argument fails and the argument of this thesis seeks to 
correct, is in the suggestion that what should be praised in Chesterton is not the 
‘writing’ but the ‘seeing’. The contention of this thesis is that Chesterton the writer 
should not be separated from Chesterton the theologian. This thesis will illustrate how 
Chesterton’s rhetorical devices, his use of paradox and atmosphere were in perfect 
union with his thinking. 
 
Similarly concerned with the way in which Chesterton the thinker is separated from 
Chesterton the writer in G.K. Chesterton, Michael Hurley makes the point that his book 
‘differs from standard accounts of Chesterton in that it does not focus on his thinking or 
his writing style, but attempts instead to consider both of these together; specifically, it 
considers the relationship between the two’.60 Kenner speaks intelligently of the 
inadequacies of words to explain certain thoughts, a theme this thesis shares with both 
Kenner and Hurley; and he very much has Chesterton in mind here: ‘Paradox springs in 
general from inadequacy, from the rents in linguistic and logical clothing […]’.61 It is at 
this level that I intend to show that Chesterton is able to think out and plumb the deepest 
                                                          
59 Kenner, Paradox in Chesterton, p. 5. 
60 Hurley, Chesterton , p. xiii. 
61 Kenner, Paradox, p. 17. 
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theological conundrums with his readers, using methods that evade argument by logical 
analysis.  
 
Hurley points out that Kenner has indeed homed in on a central paradox that pervades 
Chesterton’s works: the paradox that is man, and that the recognition of ‘incongruity’, 
which in paradox is the existence of laughter. Although Hurley praises Kenner’s insight 
as ‘brilliantly astute’,62 he suggests that Chesterton’s perception of incongruity senses 
yet further profundity. Kenner states on page one of his book that Chesterton’s ‘especial 
gift was his metaphysical intuition of being; his especial triumph was his exploitation of 
paradox to embody that intuition’.63 It is fair to say that both Kenner and Hurley share 
the same path in that they see Chesterton’s literary techniques of using both analogy and 
paradox in the service of trying to understand and explain a ‘metaphysical’ reality that 
can itself only be intuited.  
 
Kenner does centre upon Chesterton’s discovery of man as a paradox, almost out of the 
context of Creation. At this point, however, Hurley suggests pertinently that 
Chesterton’s perception is much wider still; that it is indeed a wonderment towards 
everything; but that there is a pervading atmosphere, what Hurley terms ‘queerness’,64 
using Chesterton’s own word. We move from the exciting and benign atmosphere of 
wonder to something far more unsettling. Strange and mysterious is how he presents the 
world around his readers. He desired his readers to see the world as if for the very first 
time; in Aristotle’s sense, his philosophy ‘arises from wonder’, astonishment and 
perplexity; it ‘inspires awe, which inspires questioning’.65 Hurley suggests correctly that 
what emerges from Chesterton’s ‘queer style’ is ‘a more thoroughly pervasive 
                                                          
62 Hurley, Chesterton, p. 10. 
63 Kenner, Paradox, p. 1. 
64 Hurley, Chesterton, p. 10. 
65 Hurley, Chesterton, p. 10. 
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awareness of “incongruity perceived” than Kenner allows’.66 Chesterton’s use of literary 
techniques and his writing style create a picture, an atmosphere, a vision; it enables that 
vision to be sustained long enough to feel it to be true, deep in one’s being; what Hurley 
describes in his insightful description that Chesterton thinks ‘through language.’ Closely 
linked and at times part of Chesterton’s technique is his humour – or ‘wit’ as it is 
dismissively termed – which is also seriously misunderstood. The same criticism is 
made initially as with his use of paradox. That again it is Chesterton showing off; but it 
will be shown that this ‘wit’ has a far more serious purpose in combination with his 
other skills in communication; one might say that he is deadly serious in his humour.  
 
Etienne Gilson, the Thomist philosopher, abrasively throws back this criticism of 
Chesterton at the critics. Speaking of the numerous scholars who had toiled in the 
attempt to unpack St Thomas Aquinas, Gilson states that they ‘cannot fail to perceive 
that the so-called “wit” of Chesterton has put their scholarship to shame’.67 He 
considered Chesterton’s biography ‘as being without possible comparison the best book 
ever written on St. Thomas’;68 and famously goes on to say that ‘Chesterton was one of 
the deepest thinkers who ever existed’.69 Chesterton himself had something to say on 
the matter even when writing on less academically revered subjects. In an essay Joseph 
McCabe took Chesterton to task for including humour in his serious writing; and in 
Heretics Chesterton replied: 
Mr. McCabe thinks that I am not serious but only funny, because Mr. McCabe 
thinks that funny is the opposite of serious. Funny is the opposite of not funny, 
and of nothing else. The question of whether a man expresses himself in a 
grotesque or laughable phraseology, or in a stately and restrained phraseology, is 
                                                          
66 Hurley, Chesterton, p. 10. 
67 Maisie Ward, Gilbert Keith Chesterton (London: Sheed and Ward, 1944), p. 526.   
68 Ward, Gilbert, p. 526. 
69 Ward, Gilbert,, p. 526. 
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not a question of motive or of moral state, it is a question of instinctive language 
and self-expression.70 
 
Hurley also effectively draws attention to the fact that Chesterton is indeed being 
serious even when he is using wit and language in an apparently entertaining way (a 
conclusion which this thesis will also attempt to show): 
The supreme strength of Chesterton’s talent shows itself in his ability to think 
through language by means that outwit the limitations of propositional logic, and 
which shows itself most clearly in his willingness to delight when he is being 
most serious.71 
 
The term invented by Hurley – ‘thinking through language’ – was very helpful in 
developing the argument in this thesis (in fact it articulates successfully a concept that is 
rather difficult to put succinctly in words, but which I wished to convey). Chesterton is 
not just teaching or laying out his propositions with step-by-step arguments leading to a 
proposition, but is actually working out and exploring thoughts, creating an interface 
between language and intuition. This thesis concurs with both Gilson and Hurley, 
particularly in the area of Chesterton being in earnest, and that although a superficial 
reading of much of his work can indeed be entertaining, there is an important argument 
always underlying, which is his real intention. According to Hurley, it would do damage 
to the intention of Chesterton’s aim in his writing if one were to cut the philosopher 
away from the poet,72 because what should be studied in Chesterton are not the words, 
the use of literary devices and paradox alone, but the very ‘atmosphere’ of what he 
wrote: ‘Chesterton does more than describe these atmospheres, he writes about them in 
an atmospheric way. […] atmosphere means for him something specific and substantial, 
like ‘form’, as against ‘shape’ and ‘tint’.73 And further on in the book he suggests that: 
                                                          
70 Chesterton, ‘Mr. McCabe and a Divine Frivolity’, in Collected Works, Volume I: Heretics, Orthodoxy, 
The Blatchford Controversies (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1986), p. 161. 
71 Hurley, Chesterton, p. 11. 
72 Hurley, Chesterton, p. 9. 
73 Hurley, Chesterton, pp. 13-14. 
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‘The atmosphere of his writing cannot be dismissed as adventitious; how he argues 
defines what he is arguing.’74 
 
As with the contention of this particular thesis then, Hurley argues that Chesterton 
‘writes best when he communicates through the atmosphere rather than the argument’.75 
While in agreement with Hurley on this matter, his book does differ from the content of 
this thesis. Both Hurley and this thesis argue that Chesterton the thinker should not be 
cut away from Chesterton the writer in order to gain the benefits of what, and why he 
wrote. My thesis, however, moves into the area of his theology. It contends that 
Chesterton used literary devices in order to awaken his readers to the very miracle of 
being alive. Hurley does make the point himself that having made efforts to examine the 
minor genres (Chesterton’s plays, poetry, and biographies): ‘the contents page promises 
much but excludes more.’76 Hurley has not devoted chapters to Chesterton’s philosophy 
or theology, arguing that: ‘These ‘subjects are too big to be granted special treatment 
[…]’77 Hurley goes on to make the point which is in agreement with this thesis, that both 
these subjects pervade most of what Chesterton wrote. This thesis, therefore, attempts to 
focus specifically on one particular area of Chesterton’s theology: his concept of 
holiness in the ordinary, and the way in which he conveys this teaching. It should 
explore that what Chesterton wrote is of relevance to current discussions which 
highlight the importance of teaching Christians that holiness is not something for an 
elite group alone, but a quality, indeed a requirement that every person needs to attain.  
 
 
                                                          
74 Hurley, Chesterton, p. 62. 
75 Hurley, Chesterton, p. 41 
76 Hurley, Chesterton, p. 16 
77 Hurley, Chesterton, p. 16. 
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5. Conclusion 
 
What this thesis aims to do is original first and foremost because it does something that 
has not to my knowledge been taken up by the writers I have been considering in this 
‘Literature Review’: following the line that Chesterton is worth taking seriously as a 
theologian, my study is an examination of Chesterton’s theology of holiness in relation 
to his understanding of central Christian doctrines. Nichols does indeed systematically 
show that Chesterton is to be taken seriously as a theologian but does not discuss how 
his ideas might be used as a model for Christians in a journey to holiness. Fagerberg’s 
study also contributes to this discussion in that he challenges the idea that holiness is 
attained only by extreme ascetic practices and shows that Chesterton teaches how 
Catholicism is broad and not ‘illiberal’ in its teaching. Fagerberg, by his own admission, 
uses much of Chesterton’s own voice and is therefore not usefully analytical.  
 
Unlike Nichols and Fagerberg, this thesis is a more specific investigation focused on 
Chesterton’s understanding of the possibility of the very ordinary man or woman 
becoming holy in even the most mundane activities of everyday life. Caldecott, on the 
other hand, did present Chesterton’s concept of holiness as a pathway for ‘ordinary 
people’. He offers hints and insights which have been useful for this thesis, but the 
article’s brevity means that it is not an extensive or complete study, and is therefore 
again of limited value. 
 
Knight and Oddie highlight the need to link Chesterton’s ‘childlike optimism’ with his 
experience at the Slade School of Art, of what he termed as an encounter with evil and 
depression. This thesis affirms their expositions of Chesterton’s experience and 
understanding of evil. This allows the development of a theme in this work which 
Chesterton articulates throughout his writing, that it is necessary to go down into the 
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depths of suffering before rising again; the image of the resurrection; a theme which 
will be studied in greater depth in Chapter 5.  
 
This thesis is an original investigation because, unlike Cammaerts, Sr Virginia, Wild 
and the authors of the collected essays in The Holiness of G.K. Chesterton, this study is 
not an examination into whether or not Chesterton was himself a holy man but is, rather, 
an investigation of Chesterton’s theological conception of Christian holiness.  
 
 
Lastly, the originality of this thesis lies in the way in which Chesterton expressed his 
ideas about holiness in the everyday, through the use of rhetorical devices and a range 
of literary techniques. It is a thesis which studies how such devices and techniques were 
used by Chesterton with the calculated intention to awaken his readers. Both Kenner 
and Hurley impress upon the reader that his writings should be taken far more seriously.  
 
However, Kenner is far more specific about what is of value in his opinion. He suggests 
that Chesterton’s acute ability in recognising the central paradoxes of Christianity and 
his metaphysical side in his writings are the reasons why we should read and value 
Chesterton. This is all well and good, but he suggests his other writings would be best 
assigned to his times. Even more perplexing is that Kenner finds some of his most 
important poetry and prose ‘embarrassing’ for its ‘hyperbolic’ description. Hurley, on 
the other hand, warns against a superficial reading of any of Chesterton’s writings; that 
‘word-play’ and the evocation of the imagination signify that there is likely to be a deep 
intention. One of the arguments of this thesis is that Chesterton’s literary output has a 
considerable array of weapons in its service, that each one, no matter how 
inconsequential it may appear, is nonetheless aimed with all the others in the one 
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direction. Chesterton’s intention, I would argue, is to encourage the reader in a novel 
way to join him in ‘thinking through’ a theology that will point us to God in our daily 
lives. Hurley recognises this deeper intention, that Chesterton’s philosophy and 
theology permeates all his writings. However, neither Hurley nor Kenner touches upon 
the theme of holiness in the everyday.  
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Chapter 3: Chesterton and Creation Theology 
 
1. What is the Doctrine of Creation? 
The Catholic spiritual writer, Gerald Vann, described the final goal of the human 
journey as coming ‘to know’ God, ‘love Him and serve Him and so to be happy.’1 In the  
Encyclopaedia of Catholicism, ‘beatitude’ is described as the ‘final good’, and this final 
good is the gospel promise of a participation in ‘the very life of God, so that by human 
knowing and loving, people shall share in the relationship of knowing and loving 
among the Father, Son, and Spirit that constitutes the life of the Trinity’.2 Therefore, it 
is for this experience of knowing and loving that God created the world and the human 
person. Christian history teaches that God is the author of ‘two books’. The ‘book of 
Scriptures’ is understood as the way in which God revealed himself through special 
revelation in the person of Jesus Christ; the second book is known as the ‘book of the 
world’, which is God’s manifestation of Himself through His Creation. Thus, there are 
according to Karl Rahner, two ‘self-communications of God’. 3  
 
The teaching that God is also accessible within Creation suggests that a person has been 
equipped with faculties that can lead to knowledge of their Creator. This ‘general’ and 
‘supernatural’ revelation of the Creator consists of developing knowledge about Him by 
using what we have and know, here and now, or what is commonly expressed as the 
methodology of working from ‘effect to cause’.4 It is with this particular method that 
                                                          
1 Gerald Vann, O.P. The Divine Pity (London: Collins Fontana Books, 1965), p. 21. Vann aims this book 
at the ordinary person for the everyday. 
2 Harold W. Attridge, ‘beatitude’, in The HarperCollins Encyclopaedia of Catholicism., ed. by Richard P. 
McBrien, (New York: HarperCollins, 1995), p. 147. 
3 Encyclopedia of Theology: A Concise Sacramentum Mundi, ed. by Karl Rahner, (Burns & Oats: 
London, 1975), p. 1468. 
4 Bernard Boedder, S.J., Natural Theology (London: Longmans, Green and Company, 1927), p. 18. 
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Chesterton also works as a means of investigating the existence and revelation of God 
in the world. Before examining Chesterton’s own discovery of God, it is important first, 
however, to reflect on the Christian doctrine of Creation. In his Sacramentum Mundi 
Karl Rahner states that the theology of Creation teaches that the world is not a created 
object which God made to stand apart from Himself, but is rather the very expression of 
His being. The doctrine of Creation teaches then that the Creator lies within, and is at 
the heart of the existence of the world: 
The doctrine of God presupposes a doctrine of creation. This does not mean, 
however, that it is not mainly concerned with God in himself and that it should 
not form the first section of “special” dogmatic theology […] He is rather the 
transcendental sphere and ground of all possible experience of the world […] the 
absolute “in itself” of God described in the doctrine is what God himself 
communicates to us in his personal and absolute disclosure of himself […] Who 
and what God is expressed by calling ourselves his creatures.5  
 
Frank Sheed6 develops this concept of Creation in Theology and Sanity. He explains 
that ‘God willed that things which had not been should be. “He spoke and they were 
made; He commanded and they were created” (Ps. 148.5).’7 However, Sheed explains 
that God did not need another perfect image of Himself; furthermore it was not why He 
created the world. According to Sheed, God created the universe out of love so that 
                                                          
5 Rahner., Encyclopedia of Theology, p 325. 
6 I am using Frank Sheed’s work here mainly because, being a contemporary of Chesterton’s, Sheed’s 
theology is one with which Chesterton would have come to know well. Furthermore, in his essay 
‘Chesterton, the Wards, the Sheeds, and the Catholic Revival,’ Richard L. Purtill makes an important 
connection between the Christian life of Chesterton and that of Frank Sheed and his wife Maisie Ward 
(who wrote two important biographies on Chesterton): ‘That people should understand the Catholic faith, 
and knowing it, learn to love it, was the aim of their lives, as in many ways it was the aim of Chesterton’s 
later life.’ This excerpt has been taken from The Riddle of Joy: G.K. Chesterton and C.S. Lewis, ed. by 
Michael H. Macdonald and Andrew A. Tadie (London: Collins Religious Publications, 1989), pp. 20-32 
(p. 23).  
Furthermore, on the back cover of Sheed’s Theology and Sanity it is suggested that, in his book, 
Sheed shows how the ‘average lay Christian’ can be used in order to answer the ‘urgent call’ of Vatican II 
for the laity ‘to take an active role in the life of the Church’. Sheed thus illustrates the role ‘theology, 
which is the literacy of religion’ plays in the Christian believer’s life. Further, the authorisation that Sheed 
has to help the lay Christian undertake an active role in the life of the Church is based upon the fact that, 
apart from having been an author, publisher and lecturer, ‘Mr Sheed has for 50 years engaged in street-
teaching of the Faith [...]’ Thus, this particular work of Sheed’s on a theology for the lay person is of 
great importance and relevance to this thesis on Chesterton’s concept of holiness in the ordinary.   
7 Frank J. Sheed, Theology and Sanity (London: Sheed & Ward, 1978), p. 79. 
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people could enjoy it as much as He. As noted earlier, it is the argument that God 
created so that people could be happy: 
He created because He conceived all sorts of creatures capable of enjoying Him, 
and out of love for them He willed that they should have the chance […] 
multiplicity of the created universe seems to suit the abundance of His love, 
whether it mirrors Him so well or not.8 
  
As Sheed states, by mirroring Himself in the finite, ‘God created multiple beings. 
However, some of the beings He uttered were spirits and were ‘made in his likeness 
[…]’,9 and the rest were not made in His likeness and are simply known as matter. A 
person then is comprised of both types. Using the analogy of the carpenter, as well as a 
painter, Sheed explains the difference between those things in Creation which are just 
matter and those which are made especially in God’s likeness: 
[…] there is a world of difference between the resemblance a thing cannot help 
having to its maker and the resemblance where the maker has definitely set out 
to produce his own likeness. A chair is something like the carpenter; but 
Rembrandt’s self-portrait is much more like Rembrandt.10  
 
However, although a person is special in the sense of having been made in the very 
likeness of God, it is necessary to highlight here (as well as being a relevant point in 
relation to this particular chapter on Chesterton’s concept of Creation theology) that the 
rest of created matter should not be regarded as unimportant and a hindrance to 
perfecting one’s relationship with God. In fact, the doctrine of Creation teaches that 
because created matter, in all its multiplicity, is an expression of God, it therefore assists 
in developing a person’s knowledge of God. Moreover, in coming to know God by 
contemplating His presence in Creation, it is therefore possible to begin to love God and 
all that He has created: 
[…] man’s soul is a spirit, as God Himself is […] But if this consideration leads 
us to see a special splendor in the world of spirit, it must not lead us to any 
                                                          
8 Sheed, Theology, p. 87. 
9 Sheed, Theology, p. 87. 
10 Sheed, Theology, pp. 87-88. 
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contempt of matter, for it is His workmanship too. It bears the imprint that is 
only His. He has uttered it, and it can utter Him to us.11  
 
Therefore, I am arguing in this chapter that Chesterton was a thinker who developed his 
own theology by studying the universe. And it is this particular examination that I shall 
now turn to: of how Chesterton came to discover and believe in a personal Creator, 
through an experience of wonder and awe. 
 
1.1 Chesterton’s Theology of Creation 
The main focus of this chapter will be an investigation into how Chesterton came to a 
belief that the universe is constantly communicating God to us through all created 
matter, because it is all an outward and visible sign of an invisible Creator. In this 
chapter I will be showing how Chesterton’s theology of Creation is linked to an 
experience of awe and wonder; of what Chesterton means by awe and wonder; how his 
theology of Creation arises and develops from this experience; and the relevance of this 
experience and of this theology of Creation for Chesterton’s understanding of holiness 
in the everyday. 
 
2. The Development of a Spiritual Awareness 
 
Chesterton was not always a practising Christian. In his Autobiography Chesterton 
explains to his readers that he was ‘baptised according to the formularies of the Church 
of England in the little church of St. George [...]’.12 However, Chesterton’s parents, who 
loosely called themselves Unitarians,13 did not attend weekly Church services,14 and if 
                                                          
11 Sheed, Theology, p. 88. 
12 Chesterton, Collected Works, Volume XVI: Autobiography (San Francisco: Ignatius  Press, 1988), p. 21. 
13 Chesterton writes in his Auto: ‘In the purely religious sense, I was brought up among people who were 
Unitarians and Universalists.’ p. 166. However, it is important to note that the history of what came to be 
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they did attend the occasional service, Chesterton remembers it as being a visit to one of 
Stopford Brooke’s services: ‘I myself had sat at the feet of that large-hearted and poetic 
orator, Stopford Brooke […]’.15 In The HarperCollins Encyclopaedia of Catholicism 
Unitarianism is described as ‘a religious movement teaching the one good God and the 
goodness of humanity against Augustinian pessimism and against Trinitarianism’.16  
The movement was called Unitarian and not Trinitarian because it ‘believed in God as 
one and not three’.17 This is interesting in regards to the fact that later as an adult 
Chesterton converted to Catholicism, and that the religion Chesterton was brought up in 
was considered to be, ‘Standing at the farthest point from such believers as Roman 
Catholics’.18 Reflecting on his childhood days, Chesterton recognised that he had come 
to accept Unitarianism and the teaching of Stopford and George Macdonald19 as a ‘sort 
of optimistic theism.’20 It was considered optimistic because it taught of the ‘full and 
substantial faith in the Fatherhood of God’,21 and because it taught of the comforting 
idea of a personal God and of the ultimate victory over evil: that although evil exists, it 
can be defeated. It was also considered optimistic in the sense that it believed in the 
brotherhood of man: ‘God is the same everywhere, and is everywhere revealing Himself 
to men. God is love and goodness. Unitarians accept in fulness […] the brotherhood of 
                                                                                                                                                                          
known as Unitarianism is complex, diverse, and not having a really unified sect or doctrine in a dogmatic 
way was rather the point. This is undoubtedly why many Chesterton biographers describe Chesterton’s 
family as Unitarian and ‘Free-Thinkers’.  
14 In her biography on Chesterton, Maisie Ward speaks of the family’s relaxed attitude to Church 
attendance, highlighting that the outing was more to do with wanting to listen to the teachings of Stopford 
Brookes: ‘Edward Chesterton was a Liberal politically and what has been called a Liberal Christian 
religiously. When the family went to church – which happened very seldom – it was to listen to the 
sermons of Stopford Brooke.’ Taken from Gilbert, p. 20. 
15 Chesterton, Auto, p. 167. 
16 Francis A. Sullivan, ‚‘Unitarianism‘, in The HarperCollins Encyclopaedia of Catholicism, p 1280.  
17 Henry T. Secrist, Comparative Studies in Religion: An Introduction to Unitarianism (Boston: American 
Unitarian Association, 1909), p 36.  
18 Secrist, Comparative Studies, p 36. 
19 In the Auto Chesterton writes that the optimistic theism of Stopford Brookes was more or less the same 
‘as that which I had learnt since childhood under the glamorous mysticism of George Macdonald.’ p. 167.  
20 Chesterton, Auto, p. 167. 
21 Chesterton, Auto, p. 167. 
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man.’22 The two great commandments, to love God and neighbour, were the most 
important things to be practised. Unitarians believed in the dignity of human nature and 
that man is divine and not sinful by birth.23 Chesterton considered this ‘Universalism’ to 
be ‘a sort of optimistic Calvinism’.24 He writes that ‘little could be said against it’ apart 
from the fact that it ‘ignored the free-will of man’.25 However, he states that 
Unitarianism was his ‘first faith, before anything that could really be called my first 
doubt’.26  
 
Chesterton appears to have come to a religious and orthodox Christian outlook by 
himself. However, it is not until Chesterton meets evil, and what he recognises himself 
as the ‘Devil’27 that one begins to perceive the development of an orthodox Christianity 
in his thinking. Therefore, as noted earlier, this chapter will include an exploration of 
Chesterton’s journey towards Christianity and a belief in a personal God; but it will 
mostly consist of some of the main elements which I believe make up Chesterton’s 
teaching of being holy in the everyday; these are: a sense of wonder, awe and joy before 
Creation and a sense of gratitude to the ‘Giver’ of the Creation. These remained the 
most important elements of Chesterton’s spirituality, found in his works throughout his 
life.  
 
It will be of importance and interest in this chapter and the forthcoming chapters, to 
                                                          
22 Secrist, Comparative Studies, p 36. 
23 Secrist, Comparative Studies, p 36. 
24 Chesterton, Auto, p. 167. 
25 I intend to return to this idea of Chesterton’s: that what Unitarians saw as pessimistic (i.e. the 
Christian/Catholic belief that man is sinful), Chesterton was more inclined to see as optimistic: the fact 
that man is sinful, because it proves that there is something wrong with human nature which can be made 
right again via free will. (Orthodoxy and Auto) 
26 Chesterton, Auto, p. 167. It is important to recognise that Chesterton’s commentary on other Christian 
traditions is generally made within the context of a period in time that relied upon debate as the path to 
understanding each other. There has been a considerable change in approach almost a century later with a 
strong desire to highlight our similarities and joint love of God, rather than focusing on the differences.  
27 Chesterton, Auto, p. 85. I will be returning to this particular passage in the Autobiography in which 
Chesterton reflects on his personal meeting with evil. I will be examining the importance of this 
experience of Chesterton in regards to the development of a belief in God very shortly. 
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show the different genres and literary devices such as images and metaphors Chesterton 
uses to convey and develop his understanding of wonder and joy and their importance 
for his theology of Creation. That is because the different ways in which Chesterton 
expresses these ideas (in his poetry, novels, essays and other writings) and the impact 
they have had, and still seem to have on readers, are an important part of his originality 
and relevant to the discussion of his ideas about everyday holiness. 
 
Chesterton’s spirituality seems to have arisen as a result of an inner reaction towards 
certain atheistic and nihilistic philosophies.28 However, before I investigate such an 
important part of Chesterton’s spiritual development, it will be of use now to reflect on 
what Chesterton meant by wonder, and why he believed that the experience of wonder 
was so important to him.  
 
 
2.1 What does Chesterton mean by Wonder? 
 
One theme which preoccupied Chesterton throughout his entire writing career was the 
subject of wonder. A dictionary explanation of ‘wonder’ is as follows: ‘a feeling of 
surprise or astonishment; something that excites such a feeling […] to marvel’.29  Seeing 
things as if for the first time was something Chesterton seemed to do with great ease. 
The characteristics of wonder, such as unexpectedness, admiration, astonishment, 
amazement towards existence, to life, are all words that Chesterton not only uses 
himself but are also words which his readers and commentators have emphasised in 
discussions of Chesterton. 
 
In The Gift of Wonder: The Many sides of G.K. Chesterton, a collection of the papers 
                                                          
28A thorough and in-depth examination and description of these philosophies and ideas will be reflected 
on shortly. 
29 English Dictionary and Thesaurus (Scotland: Geddes and Grosset, 2008), p. 540. 
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given at an annual Chesterton conference in Minnesota, Dale Ahlquist writes that 
Chesterton should not only be studied, but that every class of students, no matter what 
the subject, should begin with the ‘required reading’ of Chesterton. He writes: 
It is Chesterton more than anyone who provides the right frame of mind for any 
student opening the door on any subject. His message is this: What you are 
about to see you might have missed. What you are about to experience is a gift 
wrapped up just for you. Unwrap it carefully. It is a treasure. And like the best 
gifts, the best thing about it is that it is a surprise. It is not what you think it is. 
Without such a perspective of wonder and gratitude, you really cannot learn 
anything. “The world will never starve for want for wonders,” he says, “only for 
want of wonder.” In everything, there is a mystery calling to you to try to solve 
it.30   
 
In The Riddle of Joy: G.K. Chesterton and C.S. Lewis – a book which was put together 
to ‘celebrate the achievements of possibly the two most effective twentieth-century 
apologists for Christianity’31– Janet Blumberg Knedlik writes how above all it is the 
wonder, joy and thanksgiving of Chesterton’s (and Lewis’) writings which makes a 
lasting and remaining impression on the collective minds of their readers:  
What we agreed upon was that Chesterton and Lewis made us feel like 
celebrating, and that “celebrating” means ceremonial observance, proclamation, 
and praise […] we did indeed celebrate the writings of Chesterton and Lewis 
with joyous observation, proclamation, and – though not with fatuous unanimity 
or undissenting voice – praise.32 
 
Chesterton not only appeared to enjoy speaking on the theme of wonder, but he also saw 
the experience of wonder and the possession of it as being a crucial part of a person’s 
spiritual growth. Immediately one would ask why? Why was the gaining of a sense of 
wonder such a necessary and important part of being human?  
 
 
 
                                                          
30 Dale Ahlquist, ‘Introduction’, ed. by Dale Ahlquist (Minneapolis: American Chesterton Society, 2001), 
p. 9. 
31 Janet Blumberg Knedlik, ‘Foreword’, in The Riddle of Joy, pp. xii-xv (p. xiii).   
32 Blumberg Knedlik, ‘Foreword’, p. xiv. 
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2.2 Before we can Love it is Necessary to Wonder  
 
In Orthodoxy Chesterton speaks of the love and enjoyment God experiences as a result 
of uttering into existence an entire score of multiple beings with multifaceted 
personalities: 
[…] Love desires personality; therefore love desires division. It is the instinct of 
Christianity to be glad that God has broken the universe into little pieces [...] the 
divine centre of Christianity actually threw man out of it in order that he might 
love it […] the Christian power is like some giant who in a strange generosity 
should cut off his right hand, so that it might of its own accord shake hands with 
him […] No other philosophy makes God actually rejoice in the separation of 
the universe into living souls.33  
 
Furthermore, having been made in the image and likeness of God, Chesterton too 
illustrates how a person thus shares in the Creator’s desire to love something completely 
different from their own self. Moreover, Chesterton writes that in order to come to a 
love of God, it is necessary first of all for a person to experience the wonder of, and then 
an eventual love for, their own earthly kind: ‘[…] this separation between God and man 
is sacred, because this is eternal. That a man may love God it is necessary that there 
should be not only a God to be loved, but a man to love him’.34  It was, therefore, the 
utterance of God through the multiplicity of created matter, including the existence of 
his fellow man, which caused Chesterton to wonder, and therefore come to know and 
perceive the world as a gift from a personal Creator.35 Both Sheed and Randall Paine – 
who wrote The Universe and Mr. Chesterton – illustrate the importance of developing a 
sense of wonder towards the world in order to develop a knowledge and love of the 
Creator and His Creation. According to Paine, ‘wonder’ is ‘a kind of fear’.36 However, 
Paine is not speaking here of a fear that is negative in the sense of leaving one 
                                                          
33 Chesterton, Collected Works, Volume 1: Heretics, Orthodoxy, The Blatchford Controversies (San 
Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1986), p. 337. 
34 Chesterton, Orthodoxy, p. 337. 
35 I intend to give many examples of this argument in the main body of this chapter.  
36 Randall Paine, The Universe and Mr. Chesterton (Illinois: Sherwood Sugden & Company, Publishers, 
1999), p. 147. 
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frightened and full of dread, but a fear greater than awe, that is full of wondrous 
curiosity, and has the potential to create great wisdom within the soul: ‘The Scriptures 
say that “the fear of God is the beginning of [supernatural] wisdom.” (Prov. 1, 1) The 
fear of the universe, I submit, is the beginning of natural wisdom.’37 By learning to 
become humble and thus develop a sense of wonder before Creation, it will then be 
possible for a person to begin to hear the whispered language of God, of his love for the 
created matter through which he speaks: 
[…] in the midst of that useless, wonderful universe, we can slowly approach the 
wisdom that is one with humility, and the Beloved Who is greater than the lover, 
and Who longs to share a message that would be too fierce for us quite yet.38 
 
Similarly, Sheed speaks of the importance of studying the universe. However, when he 
suggests that a person ought to study Creation, he is adamant in declaring that this does 
not mean the type of study which consists of a reflection of the works of other 
philosophers and scientists, and therefore an examination of the world as simply ‘a 
philosophical concept’.39 Rather, Sheed emphasises the importance of arriving ‘at our 
own mental relation with being from our own experience of the things that are, and not 
simply from books in which other men abstract for us the fruit of theirs’.40 Sheed insists 
that through His Creation God is communicating with us and that it is unwise and 
reduces one’s knowledge of God to suggest that one can come to a knowledge and love 
of God without studying Creation: 
It would be a singular aberration to think one could learn nothing about God 
from the things He has made […] The mind really aware of the splendour of 
creation cannot but feel how superb must be the infinite Being […] God is 
communicating with us, telling us something, by way of His universe.41 
 
                                                          
37 Paine, Universe, p. 148. 
38 Paine, Universe, p. 152. 
39 Sheed, Theology, p. 254. 
40 Sheed, Theology, p. 254. 
41 Sheed, Theology, p. 254. 
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As Chesterton’s development of wonder increased, he seems to have become more 
confident that a ‘Personal Creator’ could be found within Creation. It was this 
perception of Chesterton’s that Ian Boyd describes as a ‘sacramental’42 understanding of 
Creation. Much of Chesterton’s poetry is filled with a tone of elation and excitement, 
which seems to have come about as a result of his belief in solving the riddle of the 
origination and meaning of life. An example of this joyful state of being, due to the 
gradual development of the revelation of God in His creation, can be found in his poem 
‘The Holy of Holies’ which was written in the mid-1890s, when Chesterton was in his 
twenties. As this poem is of such importance to this chapter, in terms of expressing 
explicitly Chesterton’s perception of God in all things, I will quote all four stanzas in 
order to show his thinking at that time:  
Elder Father, though thine eyes 
    Shine with hoary mysteries 
Canst though tell what in the heart 
    Of a cowslip blossom lies? 
 
Smaller than all lives that be 
    Secret as the deepest sea 
Stands a little house of seeds 
    Like an Elfin’s granary. 
 
Speller of the Stones and weeds, 
     Skilled in Nature’s Crafts and Creed, 
 Tell me what is in the heart 
     Of the smallest of the seeds. 
 
 God Almighty and with Him 
     Cherubim and Seraphim, 
         Filling all Eternity.  
            Adonai Elohim.43 
 
 
Chesterton already feels the warmth of the Fatherhood of God evident in the use of 
‘Elder Father’. He acknowledges the mystery of Creation and also of who is the 
                                                          
42 Ian Boyd, C.S.B., ‘The Legendary Chesterton’, in The Riddle, pp. 53-68 (p. 64). 
43 Chesterton, Collected Works, Volume X: Collected Poetry, Part I (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1994), 
p. 48. 
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Creator. He also identifies the paradox in the tiniest of creations in relation to ‘filling all 
eternity’. Clearly the young Chesterton has reached a stage of deeply felt awareness that 
the ‘Father’ is responsible for these ‘mysteries’. The almost mystical reverence from his 
youth for the fairy-tales learned from his father and his childhood reading, tales of an 
‘Elfin’s granary’ are true after all. He encourages the reader to see that the mysteries 
and wonderment of those tales are no more mysterious than the wonders of Creation. He 
shares all these perceptions with the reader through the poem’s warmth, and concludes 
by enjoining us to ‘pray with him’ as he is urged to. The aim of this chapter, therefore, 
is to convey how Chesterton came to this sacramental understanding of Creation.44 
Furthermore, and more importantly, it will be an examination into why Chesterton was 
adamant that an awakening and development of a sense of wonder and awe towards 
Creation was of high importance in order to enable the joy of living, and in bringing 
about a person’s happiness. I hope to show that the main goal in life, according to 
Chesterton, was to achieve a complete sense of happiness and bliss: that the experience 
of joy and happiness was for Chesterton, (in line with the Christian doctrine of 
Creation), why God brought human beings into existence. Thus, to be holy, to be fully 
human, is simply to be full of God’s joy. And to achieve this goal Chesterton believed 
one needed to be awakened again to the phenomena and miracle of Creation, and thus 
imitate the Creator by enjoying the world and all its wonders. Having established 
Chesterton’s perception that God exists in the very being of all things, it is now 
important to examine how Chesterton came to this sacramental vision of the world. 
 
                                                          
44 When I speak of Chesterton’s ‘sacramental’ theory here, I am connecting his understanding of God 
existing in all things to the Christian doctrine of Creation. However, not yet a Catholic, when he wrote 
‘The Holy of Holies’ Chesterton did not use the word sacramental. But this early approach to Creation 
whereby he regarded all things as filled with the divine life of God, remained with him throughout his 
life, and it was an understanding of creation finally confirmed for him doctrinally in his eventual 
discovery of Christianity. As confirmed by Ian Boyd: ‘Convinced that God was to be found in material 
realities, he developed a kind of natural mysticism about the way in which apparently profane realities are 
really sacramental signs of God.’ Taken from ‘The Legendary Chesterton’, p. 64. 
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2.3 Awakening to the Garden of Eden 
 
In The Defendant Chesterton expresses his sadness for those who criticise or who have 
even come to ‘hate’ or ‘despise’ the world, rejecting it because of its flaws, suffering 
and natural disasters. He discusses how many of his contemporaries did not attempt to 
look further than the evident fracture and damage, but rather gave in to a sense of 
despair, declaring that nothing could be done: ‘For the mind and eyes of the average 
man this world is as lost as Eden and as sunken as Atlantis.’45 Chesterton, however, 
argues in opposition to this mantra of despair. He declares that man has forgotten how 
important and valuable he and the world are; that the apparent ugliness and horrifying 
events that undeniably do take place on earth, are in actuality not the entire story; that a 
‘Light’ lies behind the appearances. The average man claims that Eden is ‘lost’. 
Chesterton, however, defiantly declares that it is not. The problem he suggests lies not 
with Creation, but with the person’s tainted spiritual state and vision. He claims that it 
was in actuality humanity that had changed, or to use more accurate terminology, it was 
man that 'fell' spiritually.  
 
Chesterton bemoans the development of cataracts upon human eyes as they ‘mature’; he 
describes this in The Defendant as a kind of spiritual blindness: ‘many […] have 
actually spent some hours in speculating upon the precise location of the Garden of 
Eden. Most probably we are in Eden still. It is only our eyes that have changed.’46 The 
‘many’ that Chesterton speaks of have become poor-sighted and feel distanced from 
God. Chesterton wishes to lift the veil from their eyes47 and help them refresh all their 
senses, to become like those of a child, and recognise that they are in God’s created 
                                                          
45 Chesterton, The Defendant (London: R. Brimley Johnson, 1901), p. 3. 
46 Chesterton, The Defendant, p. 3. 
47 The techniques Chesterton uses in order to lift the veil from over his readers’ eyes will be looked at in a 
short while. 
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‘Eden still’. After Chesterton’s death Henri de Lubac was to write: 
Decadence, instability, disintegration, corruption, reversal of attitude, all that 
arises through the simple fact of one’s going on existing without self-criticism, 
self-renewal, constant self-adaptation, without letting anything in one die; 
through the simple fact of gradually settling down in the vantage point one 
occupies, the good conscience one enjoys. Such is the permanent danger of all 
spiritual life.48  
 
Chesterton’s argument, here expressed by de Lubac, is that the direction and momentum 
of our spiritual life due to our fallen nature is ‘an inevitable deterioration’49 into the dark 
of blindness, unless we are constantly seeing anew. E.J. Oliver remarks in his essay 
'Paradise in Chesterton, Giraudoux, Ramon Gomez de la Serna': 'From his earliest 
writings he declared that the chief purpose of faith was to direct man's attention to the 
wonders of the world, that a prophet was most likely to be martyred because he had 
asserted that the grass was green'.50 Chesterton believes that somewhere within the 
human mind – ‘At the back of our brains’ – could be found what he terms as ‘[…] a 
forgotten blaze or burst of astonishment at our own existence’.51 It was this ‘burst of 
astonishment’52 that could perhaps enable the human to see the surrounding paradise 
once more. Commenting upon Chesterton's concern for the problematic blindness of 
humanity and its need for a cure was a contemporary of his, Charles Frederick Gurney 
Masterman: 
Being at all is for him the astonishing and delightful mystery. Existence itself, 
apart from definite pleasure or pain, is a source of infinite satisfaction.This is 
what at the creation that caused the morning stars to sing together and all the 
sons of God to shout for joy […]. Men, he holds, are suffering not from 
sinfulness but from sleepiness. Let the burgess look within himself, he will find 
not a stockbroker or a clergyman, but a palpitating miracle. Let him open his 
eyes, and outside he will find a region of magic, riotous, irrational, mysterious, 
                                                          
48 Henri de Lubac, Paradoxes of Faith (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1987), p. 14. 
49 De Lubac, Paradoxes of Faith, p. 14. 
50 E.J. Oliver, ‘Paradise in Chesterton, Giraudoux, Ramon Gomez de la Serna', in The Chesterton Review, 
Vol. VIII, No. 1 (Canada: February, 1982), pp. 10-29 (p. 21).  
51 Chesterton, Auto, p. 97. 
52 For more on the 'burst of astonishment', see: Jill Brown, “'Unearthly Daylight”: The Light and the Dark 
In Chesterton's Imagination', pp. 15-27; E.J. Oliver, 'Chesterton and Primitive Religion', pp. 43-54 (p. 43), 
in The Chesterton Review, Vol. XIII, No. 1 (Canada: St. Thomas More College, February 1987).  
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opening around him like a gigantic flower.53 
 
Chesterton's perspective on humanity's need to recover spiritual insight in order to 
perceive the miracle of Creation, of the spiritual within the material, is also regarded as 
a relevant theme of discussion in more current debates within spirituality. In his essay 
‘Speaking to the Court of the Gentiles’, Paul Rowan suggests that one needs 'to be 
sensitive to the fact that in our own cultural climate there are forces around which 
narrow our vision, reduce our self-understanding, and block or impede a sense of 
wonder'.54 As a result of such impediments, Rowan argues that life seems to be nothing 
more than 'us' and our 'immdeiate preoccupations'.55 Rowan declares that Chesterton 
offers a 'possible path' in recovering a sense of wonder and, therefore, a way to 'start out 
on the spiritual adventure'.56 And the path can only begin first by finding something that 
can open one's eyes. 
 
Chesterton believes that if his readers were to unveil their eyes, they would suddenly 
realise that within the very ordinary duties of their everyday lives, they are moving 
within the Garden of Eden, right here in Creation. Chesterton uses numerous metaphors 
and imagery throughout his works to illustrate how mankind has become blind and 
forgetful. He likes to encourage us to look at the planet from afar; to really observe it, 
                                                          
53 C.F.G. Masterman, `G.K. Chesterton, an Appreciation`, in G.K. Chesterton Critical Judgments, Part 1 
1900-1937, ed. by D.J. Conlon (Belgium: Antwerp Studies in English Literature, 1976), p. 59.  For more 
commentary on Chesterton's theme of blindness see: Ian Boyd, 'Chesterton and C.S. Lewis', in The 
Chesterton Review, Vol. XVII, Nos. 3 & 4 (Canada: St Thomas More College, August & November 1991), 
pp. 303-311, (p. 308); Christiane d'Haussy’s essay 'Man's Leap into Space', in The Chesterton Review, Vol. 
XIII, No. 1 (Canada: St Thomas More College, February 1987), pp.12-14 (p. 13); David W. Fagerberg, 
The Size of Chesterton's Catholicism; William Oddie, Chesterton and the Romance of Orthodoxy: The 
Making of GKC 1874-1908, p. 41; E.J. Oliver, 'Chesterton and Primitive Religion'; Fr Robert Wild, The 
Tumbler of God: Chesterton as Mystic.   
54 Paul Rowan, 'G. K. Chesterton and the “Court of the Gentiles” (3), in The Pastoral Review Vol. 6, Issue 
6 (Twickenham: St. Mary's University College, Nov/Dec 2010), pp. 59-65 (p. 60). 
55 Rowan, “Court of the Gentiles”, p. 60. 
56 Rowan, “Court of the Gentiles”, p. 60. 
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and again describe it in strange terms to unsettle us:57 ‘Religion has had to provide that 
longest and strangest telescope — the telescope through which we could see the star 
upon which we dwelt. For the mind and eyes of the average man this world is as lost as 
Eden.’58 
 
One of the features which makes Chesterton’s theology of Creation original, valuable 
and arresting is his use of narrative, as well as startling poetic imagery to express and 
develop theological ideas. Chesterton’s novels do seem to have purpose. They are full of 
life, one is sent bounding through a kaleidoscopic world; and can be enigmatic as in the 
case of The Man Who Was Thursday, but they do have meaning, purpose, and a 
philosophy as in a parable. It would be quite wrong to think that they are purely written 
for entertainment, entertaining though they are; every idea stood on its head, each 
paradox, all the multiplicity of word-play has a complex purpose. That purpose always 
seems to turn on his central philosophy of Creation: that things ‘are’, and are particular; 
that they are awesome and exciting and that the backdrop when particularity goes out of 
focus is dark and forbidding, for ‘things might not have been’.   
 
The theme of recovering one’s sight and a sense of astonishment is presented by 
Innocent Smith in the novel Manalive. In the story Smith leaves his home, travels right 
around the world visiting various places and returns to the same house so that he will 
                                                          
57 Further on in this chapter I will be looking at Chesterton’s poem ‘The Sword of Surprise’ to reveal how 
the writer uses rhetorical techniques to help his readers really ‘see’ again the miracle of the their own 
existence and of the world around them. 
58 Chesterton, Defendant, p 3. The lesson the writer wishes to convey in the opening pages of The 
Defendant is not only addressed to the age in which he is writing but to all mankind through human 
history, for it is an inherent flaw he suggests, a part of original sin; one which we must overcome or be 
lost; ‘lost as Eden’: ‘There runs a strange law through the length of human history—that men are 
continually tending to undervalue their environment, to undervalue their happiness, to undervalue 
themselves.’ p. 3. Chesterton’s tone is not really one of rebuking his fellow men and women, but of a 
longing to awaken his brothers and sisters to what he has awoken to himself; he desperately seems to 
want to share it: ‘This is the great fall, the fall by which the fish forgets the sea, the ox forgets the 
meadow, the clerk forgets the city, every man forgets his environment and, in the fullest and most literal 
sense, forgets himself.’ p. 3. 
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appreciate his home, and reawaken in himself a sense of wonder toward it: ‘“I am a man 
who left his own house because he could no longer bear to be away from it.”’59 Through 
Smith, Chesterton suggests that if the ‘wise men’ followed the star and found God in the 
house or in the stable, as Scripture writes it, would he too find God when he found the 
house? It is the same house that has always been his home, but now seen in a different 
light, has become more appreciated and seen as a gift from God: 
‘The wise men followed the star and found the house. But if I followed the star, 
should I find the house? […] I heard my wife and children talking and saw them 
moving about the room,’ he continued, ‘and all the time I knew they were 
walking and talking in another house thousands of miles away, under the light of 
different skies, and beyond the series of the seas […] I loved them intolerably 
[…] I spurned the world under my feet so that it swung full circle like a 
treadmill.’60 
 
Innocent calls himself an exile in the world. He claims to be on a pilgrimage to return to 
paradise, which he believes to be his own home and life properly appreciated and loved: 
“‘My pilgrimage is not yet accomplished” […] “I have become a pilgrim to cure myself 
of being an exile.” […] “I think God has given us the love of special places, of a hearth 
and of a native land, for a good reason.’”61 In this novel, Chesterton teaches that by 
making us desire, love and praise our own home and ordinary daily living and doing 
whatever we can to remain aware of how astounding and wonderful these things are, 
God is reminding us that He and Paradise are in the world. Thus, this way of praising 
and loving everything that surrounds us – of what is local – is a more attainable way of 
perceiving God than the worship of the abstract or the infinite, which Innocent suggests 
as the mightiest rivals of God: 
‘I mean,’ […] ‘that if there be a house for me in heaven it will either have a 
green lamp-post and a hedge, or something quite as positive and personal as a 
green lamp-post and a hedge. I mean that God bade me love one spot and serve 
                                                          
59 Chesterton, Collected Works, Volume VII: The Ball and the Cross, Manalive, The Flying Inn (San 
Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2004), p. 397. 
60 Chesterton, Manalive, p. 397. 
61 Chesterton, Manalive, pp. 397-398. 
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it, and do all things however wild in praise of it, so that this one spot might be a 
witness against all the infinities and the sophistries, that Paradise is somewhere 
and not anywhere, is something and not anything. And I would not be so very 
much surprised if the house in heaven had a real green lamp-post after all.’62  
 
 
2.4 Chesterton and Original Sin 
 
Chesterton indeed regards this world as full of wonder and beauty. However, he 
perceives that something has gone terribly wrong. Things, beautiful things, are often 
broken; there is imperfection and damage in many areas of life; but this fact did not 
affect Chesterton’s ultimate optimism. According to him, one must not despair because 
of this distortion, for the existence of imperfection can only imply the possibility of 
perfection; brokenness itself suggests that there was once wholeness, as Ahlquist 
explains: 
We know that there is something perfect, only because we have an imperfect 
vision of it. Paradise, says Chesterton, is a hope, but also – in some strange way 
– also a memory. We recognize paradise because we recognize we have been 
deprived of it.63 
 
From his novels, it is clear that two of the writings within the Bible – ‘Genesis’ and 
‘The Book of Job’64– had a considerable influence upon Chesterton’s thinking. 
According to Chesterton, the Christian doctrine of the fall of man and original sin, 
derived from the Bible, made so much sense to him and fitted in with his own vision of 
the drama of existence: 
Instinct after instinct was answered by doctrine after doctrine […] I was right 
when I felt that roses were red by some sort of choice: it was the divine choice 
[…] My sense that happiness hung on the crazy thread of condition did mean 
something when all was said: it meant the whole doctrine of the Fall.65  
 
The teaching of original sin and its consequences does have the potential to bring about 
                                                          
62 Chesterton, Manalive, p. 398. 
63 Dale Ahlquist, Common Sense 101: Lessons from G.K. Chesterton (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 
2006) p. 34. 
64 Chesterton contributed an introduction to an edition of The Book of Job; I will be referring to this at the 
end of this chapter.  
65 Chesterton, Orthodoxy, pp. 282-283. 
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a sense of despair and pessimism over mankind. For Chesterton, the discovery of the 
doctrine finally provided answers to the question of evil that is present in the world. It 
explained the mystery of a fractured and distorted Creation, and indeed, why man 
himself can seem to be a monstrosity. As Chesterton optimistically explains in 
Orthodoxy: 
According to most philosophers, God in making the world enslaved it. 
According to Christianity, in making it, He set it free. God had written, not so 
much a poem, but rather a play; a play he planned as perfect, but which had 
necessarily been left to human actors and stage-managers, who had since made a 
great mess of it.66 
 
Furthermore, Chesterton views everything in the world as being of very great value, as 
treasures, as valuable as gold or diamonds. The alternative for Chesterton was nothing, 
no things; because he felt that these things could easily not have existed at all. 
Therefore, the existence of anything was of the greatest of value and worthy of awe, 
wonder and finally, gratitude. The analogy he uses to describe this particular point is the 
story of Robinson Crusoe and the ship-wreck. In this story Crusoe is swept onto a desert 
island and everything that is saved from the wreck with him he thus regards as 
invaluable, even the simplest of items he is now so happy and excited to have because 
they could have easily been lost in the wreck. This, Chesterton suggests, is how one 
should regard everything in life; each part of Creation, no matter how apparently minor 
or seemingly ugly, is of so much importance because it might easily ‘not have been’: 
Every kitchen tool becomes ideal because Crusoe might have dropped it in the 
sea. It is a good exercise, in empty or ugly hours of the day, to look at anything, 
the coal-scuttle or the bookcase, and think how happy one could be to have 
brought it out of the sinking ship on to the solitary island. But it is a better 
exercise still to remember how all things have had this hair-breadth escape:  
everything has been saved from a wreck […] Men spoke much in my boyhood 
of restricted or ruined men of genius: and it was common to say that many a 
man was a Great Might-Have-Been. To me it is a more solid and startling fact 
that any man in the street is a Great Might-Not-Have-Been.’67  
 
                                                          
66 Chesterton, Orthodoxy, pp. 281-282. 
67 Chesterton, Orthodoxy, p. 267. 
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The analogy of the ship-wreck has for Chesterton a supernatural meaning: it is what he 
uses to help explain the spiritual drama of the fall of man. According to his analogy the 
sin of Adam is not something lost in the past, but that sin continues throughout history. 
The danger of the soul falling into ruin is an ever-present reality; the things around us, 
according to Chesterton, have been saved from a type of ship-wreck of ruin, they 
therefore should be held onto as the most sacred things our eyes will ever behold.  The 
most important part of God’s Creation that has not been entirely lost, but is constantly in 
danger of ruin is the goodness that lies, although affected by sin, within the soul of 
every man. Goodness then, Chesterton believes, should be held onto with the uppermost 
tenacity. Remarkably, and of particular note, is the fact that all this was an instinctive 
belief for him, which he discovered within his own experience and yet that had already 
been illustrated by Christianity two thousand years ago: 
The fancy that the cosmos was not vast and void, but small and cosy, had a 
fulfilled significance now, for anything that is a work of art must be small in the 
sight of the artist; to God the stars might be only small and dear, like diamonds. 
And my haunting instinct that somehow good was not merely a tool to be used, 
but a relic to be guarded, like the goods from Crusoe's ship – even that had been 
the wild whisper of something originally wise, for, according to Christianity, we 
were indeed the survivors of a wreck, the crew of a golden ship that had gone 
down before the beginning of the world.68 
 
 
 
2.5 Surviving the Wreck and Recapturing the Innocence of Wonder  
 
For Chesterton, the true meaning of human happiness and a taste of ‘Eden’ is to be 
found, therefore, in a childlike wonder, praise of Creation and a sense of gratitude and 
thanks to the Creator of all being. In his essay ‘A Defence of Baby Worship’ Chesterton 
suggests that when human beings are in the earliest stages of life, they have not yet lost 
that sensitivity to the wonder of the created world: 
                                                          
68 Chesterton, Orthodoxy, p. 283. 
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The most unfathomable schools and sages have never attained to the gravity 
which dwells in the eyes of a baby of three months old. It is the gravity of 
astonishment at the universe, and astonishment at the universe is not mysticism, 
but a transcendent common-sense.69 
 
He argues that those who do not expect the perfection of mankind on earth, but instead 
sustain a sense of awe and surprise at the very mystery of their existence, will not 
despair if perfection is not achieved. Those who perceive the world as a miraculous 
phenomenon will be happy simply because they exist at all, that they have been given 
the chance of life. 
 
The memory of his childhood is of great importance to Chesterton’s own spirituality – 
but what is it that he feels one can learn from childhood vision and perception? For 
Chesterton, the ‘forgotten blaze’ which he suggests was the loss of the ability to see all 
things in Creation as exciting, astonishing and simply marvellous – the means to 
perceiving Paradise – was to be found in the vision of a child; a vision which he 
believed could be the cure for the spiritual blindness of many of his contemporaries: ‘I 
have never lost the sense that this was my real life; the real beginning of what should 
have been a more real life; a lost experience in the land of the living.’70 According to 
Chesterton the innocence, purity and thus clear vision of childhood are as a result of 
their apparently natural ability to wonder. In his Autobiography, when describing the 
early visions of his own childhood, ‘whiteness’ is used on numerous occasions, 
especially when comparing childhood to adulthood:  
[…] I was subconsciously certain then, as I am consciously certain now, that 
there was the white and solid road and the worthy beginning of the life of man; 
and that it is man who afterwards darkens it with dreams or goes astray from it 
in self-deception […] it is he who has his head in a cloud.71  
 
In his essay ‘The Spirituality of G.K. Chesterton’, Karl Schmude suggests that 
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Chesterton’s perception of childhood as a kind of supernatural state is very similar to, 
and ‘echoes’, the ‘writings of the French Catholic novelist Georges Bernanos’,72 and 
Bernanos’ belief in ‘the loss of childhood as a symbol of sin and the human longing for 
redemption’.73 Schmude continues: ‘Chesterton seemed to see childhood in a similar 
light – as an image of man’s supernatural state and calling, and the recovery of childlike 
(not childish) values as the pathway to communion with God.’74 
 
For Chesterton, it is the fundamental aim of the spiritual life to ‘dig for this submerged 
sunrise of wonder’75 that made a child feel so excited and happy, and ‘so that a man 
sitting in a chair might suddenly understand that he was actually alive, and be happy.’76 
Chesterton remembers that everything in his childhood was a wonder and therefore 
miraculous and mysterious. One experience of joy Chesterton recalls from his 
childhood involved watching his father build a toy theatre, and it was this early sense of 
wonder at the creation of something which made for Chesterton one great difference to 
his whole life and views: ‘I have learned to love seeing things done […].’77 The sense of 
wonder and awe derived from this experience led Chesterton to perceive that the mere 
creation and existence of anything at all is miraculous and mysterious, as he himself 
exclaims: ‘Only to make things!’78 Chesterton would become irritated with those who 
suggested to him that the reason for his admiration of toy theatres was because his 
father showed them to him when he was a child. For Chesterton, however, this only 
explained that he connects happiness with toy theatres because he was so happy; it did 
not explain the fundamental question as to why he felt so happy: ‘Why should looking 
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through a square hole, at yellow pasteboard, lift anybody into the seventh heaven of 
happiness at any time of life?’79 Another inference being made by Chesterton in the 
recalling of this story is that the creation of the toy theatre and that the things contained 
therein were actually made. The toy theatre is not just ‘there’, it has been created; just as 
the world has a Maker. As a child, Chesterton read George Macdonald’s fairy tale, The 
Princess and the Goblin. It was a book he believed to have had a profound effect on his 
entire outlook: ‘I for one can really testify to a book that has made a difference to my 
whole existence, which helped me to see things in a certain way from the start […] The 
Princess and the Goblin.’80 In this tale, MacDonald emphasises the point that if one 
desires to discern and maintain a contact with higher spiritual powers, it is necessary to 
obtain a keen sensibility and childlike innocence. According to Rolland Hein, 
Macdonald suggests that: 
Everything “on God’s earth” is “an outward and visible sign of an inward and 
spiritual grace,” in the sense that all circumstances and objects that surround 
people on any given day of their lives are invested by God with the potential to 
speak to them. Whether or not the potential that resides in a specific thing is 
realised by a person depends upon that individual’s present stage of spiritual 
development, his sensibility, and his attitudes.81 
 
Clearly, one of the main aims then of Chesterton’s spirituality is to reawaken the inner 
child within his reader. As Fr John Saward confirms in an essay comparing the thinking 
of Urs von Balthasar and Chesterton: ‘We poor tired Sons of Adam need to be made 
young again […] We have to recapture the wonder.'82 In an essay entitled 'Wonder and 
the Wooden Post' Chesterton announced: 
When I was young I wrote a lot of little poems, mostly about the beauty 
and necessity of Wonder, which was a genuine feeling with me, as it is still [...]. 
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It is a small and special gift, but an innocent one. 83  
 
And again in the concluding chapter of his Autobiography, 'The God with the Golden 
Key', Chesterton writes that he 'had in childhood, and have partly preserved out of 
childhood, a certain romance of receptiveness [...]’.84 It is such 'receptiveness' which 
Chesterton argues has the potential to enable one to come closer to a strong belief in the 
existence of God, and to a greater sense of joy. Here again we see Chesterton repeating 
his theology in yet another way: instead of asking us to ‘see’ better, there is a subtle 
change and he is asking the reader to be receptive, to be sensitive to what the world 
around us is communicating. Chesterton claims to 'have grown old without being 
bored'85 and that 'Existence is still a strange thing to me; and as a stranger I give it 
welcome',86 Chesterton came to find out that his realisation '[…] of the miracle of being 
made alive […] of being made alive by that which can alone work miracles',87 was 
already proclaimed in Catholic theology, therefore ratifying his own instinctive impulse 
to wonder at Creation.   
 
Expanding one's sense of 'receptiveness', thereby reclaiming man's inner childlike 
wonder, Chesterton believes to be a fundamental action on the journey of discovering 
life’s meaning.88 The child is amazed at mere existence and Creation and full of a deep 
sense of awe and wonder and joy because in it he perceives everything as miraculous. 
The awe and wonder which can be seen in a child's eyes betrays the facts: that 
something very strange is going on, that life should not be regarded as ordinary and 
mundane, but fantastical and miraculous. Therefore, to regain an awareness of what 
Thomas Aquinas names as 'ens’ or 'Being', and making one more receptive to mere 
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existence, is what Chesterton is aiming to achieve in his readers through poetry, fiction, 
journalistic essays, as well as his theological works. 
 
Reflecting on the autobiographies and the general understanding of childhood in other 
writers, Nichols notes that Chesterton’s perception of childhood is ‘almost directly 
opposed to those that operate in the tradition of autobiographical writing at large'.89 A 
common procedure in autobiographical writing is to devote a section comprised of the 
writer's nostalgic memories of childhood. However, although nostalgic and looking 
back to his more innocent times in the Autobiography, Chesterton does not record his 
memories of childhood and perceive them as simply part of the less serious stage of the 
human journey. He does not regard childhood as childish, as simply an immature 
experience of life to be left behind and replaced by that superior state known as 
adulthood. Instead, Chesterton believes the advanced state of man, and the recovery of 
superior spiritual perception – of coming to know the Creator – is found in the wonder 
and awe of the child; to go back as it were.  As Nichols explains: 
[…] Chesterton does not regard childhood as a lost fairyland from which adult 
life is merely an ever-accelerating descent into reality. On the contrary, reality 
itself in its own utterly non-necessary yet glorious being has the qualities that we 
normally ascribe to the realm of faëry. For this reason, childhood remains the 
proper criterion for adult sensibility. The child's response to existence as sheer 
gift, through wondering joy, is the key to ontology,90 and, by a supreme irony, 
far from being a piece of knowledge acquired through the ratiocination of the 
mature man or woman, it is a gift received with the dawn of consciousness itself. 
The role of philosophising is to unpack this gift […] and so to uncover its further 
implications which lead, in fact, to the postulation of a divine Source for the 
world.91 
 
Furthermore, the importance to Chesterton of a child’s vision in aiding one's spiritual 
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development should not be seen, on the other hand, as a way to hide from the 
sometimes horrifying realities of evil, as a retreat into the world of mother around the 
hearth telling happy fairy tales. Oliver argues, that Chesterton did not desire to revive 
childhood wonder and innocence as a way of avoiding the uncertainty, the fears, the 
sufferings, and the despairs of life that can come to us all at some point in our adult 
lives, for he was well aware of the darkness and of the existence of evil in the world: 
 This emphasis on childhood opens the way to the first adverse criticism: that 
 such writers use it as an escape into a world of their own in a cowardly retreat  
 from the real world and its horrors. Yet courage and generosity were dominant 
 qualities in [Chesterton].92 
 
Although most of his writing is optimistic and full of the praise of life, Chesterton spent 
some time after leaving St Paul’s school suffering, during the Slade School of Art 
period, battling with the darker side, with pessimism, scepticism and evil. I wish to 
show that contrary to what we might expect, these experiences actually re-affirmed and 
developed Chesterton’s spirituality of wonder and gratitude, and would eventually lead 
him to a belief in the doctrines of Christianity.93   
 
2.6 Discovery of Evil: The Spirit of Revolt 
 
Chesterton’s confident declaration of childhood innocence, wonder and awe towards 
Creation, did not go unchallenged for long. As a young man he himself had to undergo 
his own ‘dark night of the soul'. His theology of wonder and awe arose as a result of an 
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inner reaction against certain nihilistic94 and pessimistic95 philosophies. And he 
ultimately reacted vehemently at what he saw as a cultural decline into decadence,96 
which was popular at the time of his early teens. In the general editors’ ‘Introduction’ to 
the Collected Works Volume X: Collected Poetry, there is a passage by the critic Charles 
Williams taken from his book, Poetry at Present (1930), which describes most of 
Chesterton’s poetry as being about some kind of battle: 
Mr. Chesterton’s verse, even when it is not concerned with historic battles - 
Ethandune, Lepanto, the Marne – has generally the sound of a battle within it 
[…] Everything is spoken of in terms of war, either actual or potential […] The 
babe unborn in one poem looks forward to “leave to weep and fight”, and his old 
men die either in conflict or in the joy or fear of conflict. Man must be either a 
hero or a coward.97 
 
The general editors suggest that William’s perception of Chesterton best describes the 
writer’s efforts as a poet. However, I believe that this particular quote could also be used 
to describe much of Chesterton’s other writings, be they novels, journalistic essays, or 
theological works. When one is examining Chesterton’s spirituality, the context in 
which he wrote his works is of paramount importance. For most of his life Chesterton 
was at war with one philosophy or another. He always seemed to be fighting for what is 
good. But what is good according to Chesterton? What does he mean by that word, and 
why was it of such importance to him? On his deathbed Chesterton awoke for a moment 
and his last words are reported: ‘“The issue is now quite clear. It is between light and 
darkness and every one must choose his side.”’98 Chesterton’s first battle seems to have 
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been with the philosophies which were current when he was at the Slade School. 
Several commentators have pointed to the Slade experience as one of the most 
important landmarks in the development of Chesterton’s thought. As William Oddie 
confirms:  
The great crisis through which he was to pass began, it seems, as his schooldays 
ended; but it is clear that the most intense phase of it was associated in his mind 
with his time at the Slade School of Art, which lasted for only the second of the 
three years. The state of mind he describes seems all-encompassing and 
overwhelming.99 
 
This important episode seemed to result in a deep uncertainty about existence itself, a 
depression so bad that his old school friends returning from university thought he might 
be ‘going mad’. Remarkably it led him not to be crushed but rather to return to hope and 
optimism. I will survey some of the most important poetry Chesterton wrote between 
the years of 1892-1896. I will also look at the chapter in his Autobiography which is 
devoted entirely to this particular period of his life, entitled ‘How to be a Lunatic’. The 
opening lines of this chapter speak for themselves, as to how dark and haunting an 
experience Chesterton’s time at the Slade really was:  
 I deal here with the darkest and most difficult part of my task; the period of 
youth which is full of doubts and morbidities and temptations; and which, 
though in my case mainly subjective, has left in my mind for ever a certitude 
upon the objective solidity of Sin.100 
 
As noted earlier, Chesterton was the product of a liberal religious upbringing: a vague 
belief in a God, certainly no dogma of the Trinity, and a Jesus who is not divine but 
rather a wise teacher of religious ethics. Therefore, accounts of the Unitarianism in 
which Chesterton was brought up suggest that it would have been unlikely that he 
would have given much serious thought before his late teens to the existence of sin. As 
Chesterton writes himself, describing the early part of this experience: ‘At least I never, 
even in this first vague and sceptical stage, indulged very much in the current arguments 
                                                          
99 Oddie, Romance of Orthodoxy, p. 89. 
100 Chesterton, Auto, p. 85. 
99 
 
about the relativity of evil or the unreality of sin.’101 A few lines on from the opening 
paragraph of ‘How to be a Lunatic’, Chesterton mournfully confesses his meeting with, 
and belief in, the ‘Devil’ whilst at the Slade:   
But I am not proud of believing in the Devil. To put it more correctly, I 
am not proud of knowing the Devil. I made his acquaintance by my own fault; 
and followed it up along lines which, had they been followed further, might have 
led me to devil-worship or the devil knows what.102   
 
In the last chapter of his Autobiography, ‘The God with the Golden Key’, Chesterton 
again addresses the experiences he faced at the Slade School, and describes them as 
‘those morbid but vivid problems of the soul.’103 And so it was his strong desire to find 
a ‘real spiritual solution of them.’104 Others have commented on this key development 
in Chesterton’s spirituality. For example, George Bull writes in his essay, ‘The 
Spirituality of G.K. Chesterton’, that: ‘The crucial decision of his spiritual life was 
taken in his teens when he realised he was experiencing a sighting of, and a fascination 
with, a starkly evil phenomenon.’105 At this time Chesterton claims to have ‘dabbled in 
Spiritualism’.106 One of the things he discusses here was experimentation with the 
‘planchette’.107 The experimentation with the planchette confirmed for Chesterton that 
the spirits involved were not morally good beings: ‘The only thing I will say with 
complete confidence, about that mystic and invisible power, is that it tells lies.’108  
Chesterton’s growth in a realisation of the presence of evil and the difference between 
good and evil was further aided by numerous experiences of what he himself declares as 
‘temptations’.109 These experiences involved an uncontrollable impulse to imagine and 
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draw hideous images. Chesterton explains that: 
I had never heard of Confession, in any serious sense, in those days; but that is 
what is really needed in such cases […] Anyhow, the point is here that I dug 
quite low enough to discover the devil; and even in some dim way to recognise 
the devil.110 
 
This period of experiencing doubts, morbidities, temptations and making an 
acquaintance with evil during his days at the Slade, had much to do with his encounter 
with the philosophy of ‘Decadence’ which had pervaded society, especially in the art 
colleges of his youth. As Chesterton says himself: ‘Something may have been due to the 
atmosphere of the Decadents and their perpetual hints of the luxurious horrors of 
paganism’.111 The idea of ‘Decadence'112 centred upon a preoccupation with moral 
decay and morbidity. Often overcome by a sense of world-weariness, of ennui, figures 
like Oscar Wilde desired to escape from the moral restraints of Victorian society, and so 
pursued particular experiences which focused solely on the stimulation of the senses, of 
extreme pleasure and sensuality, and eventually decadent eroticism. According to 
Titterton, the Decadents hated the Victorian world, not as some people did on moral 
grounds, because of evident inequality and injustice to humanity, but for aesthetic 
reasons: ‘because it was ugly, and that was really all. If they mentioned the other 
considerations, they said that injustice, cruelty and slavery were ugly. They worshipped 
beauty; and the worship of beauty usually ends in beastliness’.113 Indeed Victorians 
strongly held that literature and art were bearers of ethical roles. Correct behaviour and 
good actions should be shown to be rewarded.  
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However, supporters of aestheticism disagreed and suggested art should be about the 
pursuit of beauty and not about morality; ‘Art for art’s sake’ was their motto. 
Aestheticism was gaining ground among the literati during the 1860s and 1870s. It is 
during this period that Chesterton and his contemporaries would have been exposed to 
aestheticism. In his youth he was very keen on the poetry of Swinburne. Swinburne, 
along with Walter Pater, were prime movers in this movement, being in turn influenced 
themselves by the French writers Baudelaire and Gautier. Pater went on to write his 
Studies in the Histories of the Renaissance (1873), which was hugely influential. By the 
1890s the term decadence was associated with the movement and both terms were 
sometimes interchanged.  
 
In England Oscar Wilde was identified as central to this literary movement. Chesterton 
would have been continuously exposed to all its philosophies, as he associated with W. 
B. Yeats on his visits to Bedford Park during this time before he was married. Yeats and 
Ernest Rhys set up the Rhymers’ Club for many poets sympathetic to the movement: 
‘Although the Rhymers usually met at the Cheshire Cheese at 9 p.m., meetings were 
also often held at members’ houses.’114 Chesterton would have had contact with the 
Rhymers at Yeat’s home in Bedford Park and that pub, a favourite haunt of his in Fleet 
Street. In his book, The Renaissance, Pater argues that all existence consisted of passing 
moments, experiences and thoughts, all of which although given names in language and 
science, are only what they are according to our own personal experience. If all is to be 
reduced to what our mind perceives – just relative impressions – we must avoid dull 
habitual life and aim for those continuous highs, and feelings of ecstasy. As he 
proclaims:  
How can we pass most swiftly from point to point, and be present always at the 
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focus where the greatest number of vital forces unite in their purest energy? To 
burn always with this hard gem-like flame, to maintain this ecstasy, is success in 
life.115  
 
Again in the Autobiography, Chesterton emphasises the ultimate morbidity of the 
philosophy. Whilst reflecting on the miraculous existence of something like a lamp-
post, Chesterton remarks on what he suspects would be the Decadents' response to such 
an object: 'The Decadent of my early days […] was so distressed by it that he wanted to 
hang himself on the lamp-post, to extinguish the lamp, and to let everything relapse into 
aboriginal darkness.'116 In her biography of Chesterton, Lynette Hunter states that this 
philosophy ‘carried for Chesterton the assumption of absolute human creativity which 
he instinctively felt to be personally destructive yet dangerously close’.117 It was the 
atmosphere created by this misdirection of thought which so disturbed Chesterton’s 
state of mind, during what he regarded as ‘a period of life in which the mind is merely 
dreaming and drifting; and often drifting onto very dangerous rocks.’118 At one point it 
had initiated within him a sense of inner morbidity; for he claims that: 
[…] there was a time when I had reached that condition of moral anarchy within, 
in which a man says, in the words of Wilde, that "Atys with the blood-stained 
knife were better than the thing I am". I have never indeed felt the faintest 
temptation to the particular madness of Wilde; but I could at this time imagine 
the worst and wildest disproportions and distortions of more normal passion; the 
point is that the whole mood was overpowered and oppressed with a sort of 
congestion of imagination.’119   
 
These feelings occurred alongside the experiences of doubt and despair that were linked 
to the movement of what Chesterton refers to as Impressionism; described earlier as the 
metaphysical declaration that things only exist as they are perceived or even not at all. 
                                                          
115 Walter Pater: Essays on Literature and Art, ed. by Jennifer Uglow (London: Everyman’s Library, 
1990), p. 46. 
116 Chesterton, Auto, pp. 322-323. 
117 Lynette Hunter, G.K. Chesterton: Explorations in Allegory (London: The MacMillan Press Ltd., 1979), 
p. 1. 
118 Chesterton, Auto, p. 93. 
119 Chesterton, Auto, p. 96. 
103 
 
Chesterton states: ‘The atheist told me so pompously that he did not believe there was 
any God; and there were moments when I did not even believe there was any atheist.’120  
According to Chesterton ‘there was a spiritual significance in Impressionism, in 
connection with this age of scepticism.’121 It was the idea that things only exist as they 
are perceived; it even involved going as far as believing that things do not actually exist 
at all.122 As a result, this philosophy of doubt that life might be illusory led many into 
pessimism; it was a state of mind that began to have a dangerous influence upon 
Chesterton: ‘At this time I did not very clearly distinguish between dreaming and 
waking; not only as a mood but as a metaphysical doubt, I felt as if everything might be 
a dream.’123 This slide into pessimism was a state of mind and being that made 
Chesterton ‘furious’: ‘I did not so much mind the pessimist who complained that there 
was so little good. But I was furious, even to slaying, with the pessimist who asked what 
was the good of good.’124  
 
Maisie Ward also remarks upon Chesterton’s antipathy towards pessimism: ‘I 
understood the one hatred of G.K.’s life: his loathing of pessimism’.125 Chesterton 
speaks frequently of the pessimism that was prevalent among his contemporaries. In the 
Autobiography he speaks of his anger towards those who dismissed even the dandelion. 
His frustration and anger arose from his belief that from the misconception, which was 
really a presumption, that a small created thing was so unimportant as to be ignored and 
possibly despised came the despair. For Chesterton it was essential for right thinking 
and good mental health to see all things as wondrous gifts: 
The pessimists of my boyhood, when confronted with the dandelion, said with 
                                                          
120 Chesterton, Auto, p. 95. 
121 Chesterton, Auto, p. 94. 
122 Chesterton, Auto, p. 95. 
123 Chesterton, Auto, p. 95. 
124 Chesterton, Auto, p. 104. 
125 Ward, Gilbert, p. 56. 
104 
 
 Swinburne: 
  
I am weary of all hours 
  Blown buds and barren flowers 
  Desires and dreams and powers 
      And everything but sleep. 
 
And at this I cursed them and kicked at them and made an exhibition of myself; 
having made myself the champion of the Lion's Tooth,126 with a dandelion 
rampant on my crest.127 
 
A vivid piece of descriptive writing which successfully exudes the mood during 
Chesterton's time at the Slade can be found in the poem at the very beginning of his 
novel, The Man Who Was Thursday. It was actually a letter written to a school friend, 
E.C. Bentley, where he describes the mood they both experienced through a poem with 
the use of vivid imagery:   
 A cloud was on the mind of men, and wailing went the weather, 
 Yea, a sick cloud upon the soul when we were boys together. 
 Science announced nonentity and art admired decay; 
 The world was old and ended: but you and I were gay; 
 
Chesterton opens the poem combining the idea of sickness in men’s minds with the 
images of bad weather; and to leave us in no doubt of the seriousness of the illness there 
are storm clouds accompanied by high winds. The ‘wailing’ of the ‘weather’ 
deliberately associates the noise of the wind with human cries of pain and grief. 
Chesterton reinforces the power of the images by the drumbeat alliteration, ‘wailing 
went the weather’. This is a condition of the most profound kind, ‘Yea, a sick cloud 
upon the soul’. Attention is further drawn to the striking metaphor ‘a sick cloud’ by a 
change in the metre of the first and second feet in that line after the regular iambics of 
the previous line. There is the atmosphere in the poem that an era comparatively decent, 
simpler, humbler and more honest was passing in the sunset of the century, the ‘fin de 
siecle’. Man is shown to be suffering from far more than self-deception, but rather from 
                                                          
126 ‘Lion’s Tooth’ is another term for a dandelion. 
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a more dangerous even mortal illness: 
Round us in antic order their crippled vices came – 
Lust that had lost its laughter, fear that had lost its shame. 
Like the white lock of Whistler, that lit our aimless gloom, 
Men showed their own white feather as proudly as a plume. 
Life was a fly that faded, and death a drone that stung; 
The world was very old indeed when you and I were young. 128 
 
These next few lines conjure up powerful images of vices as a grotesque procession or 
ridiculous dance, an ‘antique order’ of deformed human figures; ‘cripples’ inhabiting a 
world without light or purpose, an ‘aimless gloom’. This is a world which has lost its 
sense of shame, its nobility and courage, hence the ‘white feather’. Life itself is no more 
than that of the insignificant disappearance of a fly which ‘fades’ away without thought 
or notice. And all this is as result of the ‘science’ and ‘art’ of the time, which are 
supposed to be the highest human achievements and sources of truth and beauty. So the 
images and atmosphere created here present a powerful sense of a grotesque perversion 
of what is supposed to be the highest and the best about humanity. The literary 
techniques used in this poem are characteristic of Chesterton’s writing and not just of 
his poetry, but also in his prose. It is a method by which he develops an intellectual 
position or posits an argument through imagery and atmosphere which will be further 
discussed in relation to other aspects of his theology. Thus, as has been shown in this 
poem, the writer is expounding a philosophical position, but he does this not by using 
argument based on logic but rather by means of an interconnected series of images. 
 
It was Chesterton’s revulsion against the ultimately pessimistic attitudes and their 
consequences of inner morbidity and darkness that seems to have led to what he later 
called his ‘makeshift mystical theory’: 
[…] I had a strong inward impulse to revolt; to dislodge this incubus or throw 
                                                          
128 Chesterton, Collected Works, Volume. VI: The Club of Queer Trades, The Napoleon of Notting Hill, 
The Man Who Was Thursday (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1991), p. 472. 
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off this nightmare. But as I was still thinking the thing out by myself, with little 
help from philosophy and no real help from religion, I invented a rudimentary 
and makeshift mystical theory of my own. It was substantially this; that even 
mere existence, reduced to its most primary limits, was extraordinary enough to 
be exciting. Anything was magnificent as compared with nothing.129  
 
To ‘dislodge this incubus’ is a very disturbing and powerful image. It expresses for 
Chesterton first, how dangerous this sliding into nihilistic thought is; that eventually it 
almost takes form and will parasitically destroy its victims. His following comment that 
he had ‘no real help from religion’ is both revealing and of interest to this thesis. I hope 
to show that Chesterton is continually teaching us a theology of ‘being’, of existence, 
wonder and awe in all genres of his writing. The fact that in those early days of his 
burgeoning adulthood he did not benefit from ‘religion’, may have been a driving force 
for his life’s work; that there is a time when one has to wrestle alone and think the 
‘thing’ out for oneself.130 Chesterton wishes to help his readers to ‘see’, using his 
remarkable gifts of creating images and atmospheres in order to communicate the truths 
of existence and wonder. He does this in innumerable different ways and at every 
opportunity, in virtually all of his writings.   
 
It is also important to understand that Chesterton is certainly not criticising religion, and 
in particular Christianity; but is making the point that at certain crossroads in life we are 
alone, and must tread softly as the way is not always easy. Chesterton is not 
contradicting himself in the above statements but emphasising the loneliness, the fear, 
and indeed the danger that exists in doubt. He is also clear that in those early days he 
was not practicing a religion himself. He was very much aware as a journalist in the 
‘market place’ that many of his readers would not have access to religion in order to 
answer these morbid doubts. It is to these people that he wished to convey his theology 
to at most times. During these dark times it is his aim to make us sense the solidity of 
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what exists around us; that it really is ‘wonder-full’. He is constantly working through 
his theology of ‘ordinary’ existence with us; thinking it through with us, using whatever 
technique or literary gift comes to him at that given moment. 
 
In the closing pages of his Autobiography Chesterton claims that his ‘mystical theory’ 
of praising the ‘Divine’ for the wonder of being, was one he regarded with supreme 
seriousness and had complete confidence in. Throughout his life Chesterton declared 
that he was constantly trying to convey to his readers the crucial importance of taking 
everything in a spirit of great gratitude, and living their lives in a continuous state of 
hope. The apparent ‘personal religion’ of his mystical minimum of gratitude was later 
discovered by Chesterton to have always been that of the doctrine of Christianity: 
I have said that I had in childhood […] a certain romance of receptiveness […] A 
man does not grow old without being bothered; but I have grown old without 
being bored. Existence is still a strange thing to me; and as a stranger I give it 
welcome […] I put that beginning of all my intellectual impulses before the 
authority to which I have come at the end; and I find it was there before I put it 
there. I find myself ratified in my realisation of the miracle of being alive; not in 
some hazy literary sense such as the sceptics use, but in a definite dogmatic 
sense; of being made alive by that which can alone make miracles.131  
 
 
   
3. The Problem of ‘Over-Familiarity’  
 
Chesterton’s argument is one of keeping a firm grasp on the sense of wonder at all 
created things, which all mankind will have experienced when first coming in contact 
with the world. He states that constant contact with those created things can lead to a 
casual acceptance, even a kind of boredom with their presence if wonder is lost. This 
over-familiarity, if allowed to take root, is likely to lead to despair. There is a famous 
photograph of the enormous Chesterton being handed a dandelion by a little girl. It may 
have provoked him to use this as an example. Chesterton suggests that when something 
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like the dandelion has been seen on countless occasions, it becomes too familiar to be 
noticed any longer and is then taken for granted. Thus, one begins to devalue the 
dandelion as something purely commonplace and uninteresting. Eventually this 
‘blindness’ can lead to a further degenerative attitude: 
[…] there is a way of despising the dandelion […] It can be done in various 
ways; one of which is saying, “You can get much better dandelions at 
Selfridge’s,” or “You can get much cheaper dandelions at Woolworth’s.”[…] or 
merely sneering at the stinginess of providing dandelions, when all the best 
hostesses give you an orchid for your buttonhole and a bouquet of rare exotics to 
take away with you. These are all methods of undervaluing the thing by 
comparison […]132 
 
Chesterton’s concern for the problem of becoming too familiar with things is 
highlighted in many of his works, and perhaps most delightfully in his novel Manalive. 
The protagonist of this story is named – amusingly and poignantly – Innocent Smith. 
Smith’s fundamental aim in life is to visit as many dull and bored people as he can, and 
to reawaken within them a sense of excitement and exhilaration at the very wonder of 
their own being and the wondrous Creation that surrounds them. Smith is constantly 
aware of how easily one can lose a sense of wonder and awe towards Creation: ‘“His 
creed of wonder was Christian by this absolute test; that he felt it continually slipping 
from himself as much as from others.”’133 One of the characters, Michael Moon, is 
suddenly enlightened after meeting Smith and realises that because everything had 
become repetitive and familiar in his life, it was no longer possible for him to be thrilled 
with the existence of anything. Moon discovers that he had become ‘tamed’; that life 
was no longer exciting and wondrous, but monotonous, dull and contemptible: 
“I am tame. I am quite tame; I am about the tamest beast that crawls. I drink too 
much of the same kind of whisky at the same time every night […] I go to the 
same number of public-houses. I meet the same damned women with mauve 
faces […] you see before you a person whom civilization has thoroughly 
tamed.” […] the Irishman’s face, always sinister, was now almost demoniacal.134 
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134 Chesterton, Manalive, p. 283. 
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Thus, in order to lift the veil from his readers' eyes Chesterton becomes, as d'Haussy 
suggests, 'a wonderful conjurer, inviting (or shall we say luring) his readers into a 
universe in which everything seems larger than life […]'.135 What Chesterton set out to 
do seems to be a very difficult task: turning the familiar and much of the unnoticed and 
apparently wearying fabric of life into the most astonishing thing his readers have ever 
set their eyes upon; and in so doing, reignite their wonder at the things:  
What Chesterton admires in an artist or writer is, often enough, the ability to 
cleanse the inner eye from the filming effects of excessive familiarity or of 
cultural distortion so that our perceptual limits may approximate more fully to 
those of integral nature.136 
 
Nichols goes on to suggest that Chesterton belongs to ‘the tradition of philosophy 
stretching from Plato to Kierkegaard which regards rhetoric as a necessary concomitant 
of argument.'137 According to Nichols, rhetoric is necessary to Chesterton's writing 
‘because it can shift mental blocks to insight, unsettling the mind of what it has always 
known, and turning the familiar into the unknown, an un-ventured, thus reshaping 
consciousness.'138 Other critics have been less sure and some completely certain that 
Chesterton's flowery prose and voluminous thoughts and imagination have no clear 
direction; that his writing is totally without aim. An example of such a stand can be 
found in a signed article of The Academy entitled 'The Young Man Excogitant' (written 
30th November 1901). The writer exclaims that in The Defendant Chesterton does not 
give his readers 'organic and purposeful thought'.139 Instead, he is criticised here for 
being careless and flippant with his plentiful thoughts, and thoughts the writer believes 
                                                          
135 Christianne d'Haussey, 'Chesterton’s Imagination: An Introduction’, in The Chesterton Review, Vol. 
XIII, No. 1 (Canada: St Thomas More College, February, 1987), pp. 1-3 (p. 1). 
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137 Nichols, ‘Argument’, p. 67. 
138 Nichols, ‘Argument’, p. 67. 
139 Unsigned article, 'The Young Man Excogitant’, in G.K. Chesterton: Critical Judgments, pp. 36-37 (p. 
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to be in need of reigning in and kept under close control: 'He must put a leash on his 
prancing sagacity, and assert himself among his ideas'.140 As a result, the critic finds it 
difficult to take anything of what Chesterton has to say seriously, and believes he does 
not even remember half of what he has written.  
 
However, I wish to argue that Chesterton is indeed in control of his thoughts and knows 
exactly what he is doing when he puts them down onto paper. These thoughts are not so 
voluminous and out of control, as they are repeated over and over in a variety of ways 
and mediums. In fact, some critics find the repetition of these ideas, often in parallel, 
irritating. Chesterton is therefore criticised for wild and overly numerous ideas, yet 
contradictorily also for driving home a single idea explained in a multitude of ways to 
the point of repetitiveness. And neither, one could argue, does he need to 'exchange this 
blindfold hurry of thinking for a wakeful attention to the value and direction of his 
thoughts […]'141 because it is exactly his wakeful attention to the value and direction of 
his thoughts which gives him the ability to unsettle the reader's view of the universe 
around them, making everything in front of their eyes suddenly brand new and 
astonishing. As Caldecott highlights: 'His promise was always’ to make us see all things, 
‘including religious doctrines […] as though for the first time; by opening our eyes and 
showing us Eden.'142 
 
3.1 Stirring the Senses 
 
In the concluding chapter of his thesis on Chesterton’s concept of evil, Knight writes 
that 'Chesterton constantly reminds us that regaining wonder does not entail the 
discovery of new things in the world. To appreciate existence, we must rediscover what 
                                                          
140 Unsigned article, ‘Young Man’, p. 37. 
141 Unsigned article, ‘Young Man’, p. 37.  
142 Stratford Caldecott, ‘Was Chesterton a Theologian?’, pp.465-481 (p. 471). 
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is already there'.143 By examining the style Chesterton used to stir his readers’ senses, I 
am looking into Chesterton’s focus on the very 'act' of Creation. Like Knight, I am 
arguing that Chesterton was not lifting the veil from his readers' eyes in order to see new 
things, but was doing so in order to astonish them at what has always been before 
them.144 A typical example of this approach can be seen in the poem ‘The Sword of 
Surprise’ (written 1915-1922).145 Here Chesterton takes the reader to an uncomfortable 
place where his body is anatomically taken apart. However, unlike the scientific 
anatomist, the writer appeals to God to give him the vision to stand outside himself and 
‘see’ the reality of his body’s creation:  
  Sunder me from my bones, O sword of God, 
 Till they stand stark and strange as do the trees; 
 That I whose heart goes up with the soaring woods 
 May marvel as much at these. 
 
Sunder me from my blood that in the dark  
 I hear that red ancestral river run, 
 Like branching buried floods that find the sea 
 But never see the sun.    
 
All but one of the four verses opens with the violent word ‘Sunder’. It is deliberately 
shocking particularly when combined in the first line with the ‘sword’. Throughout the 
poem the ‘s’ sound unsettles us, heightening our neurology. The intention of the writer 
is clear: that he wishes us to ‘see’ our own bodies, and the word is repeated several 
times in anaphoric repetition. The idea of ‘seeing’ things as new and remarkable is 
accentuated by the choice of dramatic language such as ‘stark’, ‘strange’, ‘marvel’, 
‘miraculous’, ‘terrible’, ‘streaming’ and ‘incredible’.  
 
                                                          
143 Knight, The Concept of Evil, p. 208. 
144 In ‘Paradise in Chesterton’, Oliver also remarks on this technique Chesterton uses to make new again 
the world his readers already know: 'to recreate the wonder with which fresh eyes envisage the world. For 
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‘Stripped’ and exposed and literally split asunder, the skeleton is indeed ‘stark’ and 
‘strange’, and yet, no less so than the trees; Chesterton is saying should we not, 
therefore, be marvelling at our bodies as much as these? He provides the striking 
synesthetic imagery of ‘hearing’ our circulation in the ‘dark’ which provides the reader 
with the immediate image of the arterial plexus: ‘Like branching buried floods that find 
the sea’. Chesterton is perhaps suggesting that the physical part of us is working sure 
enough, and fulfils its biological purpose, but until we look more deeply at the 
‘strangeness’ and ‘marvel’ at what we see with our ‘eyes’ –  with those valuable, indeed 
‘terrible crystals’ – we will ‘never see the sun’; in other words, we will not think of the 
‘way’ or path to God, we will not get back to the Creator; this last, always being 
Chesterton’s intention: 
Give me miraculous eyes to see my eyes,  
Those rolling mirrors made alive in me, 
Terrible crystal more incredible 
Than all the things they see. 
 
 Sunder me from my soul, that I may see  
 The sins like streaming wounds, the life’s brave beat; 
 Till I shall save myself, as I would save  
A stranger in the street.  
 
The dramatic atmosphere concludes in the final drama and is carried over into the 
metaphysical idea ‘Sunder me from my soul’. It is as if ‘the life’s brave beat’ stoically 
continues despite the fact that the soul could potentially destroy both body and soul. 
And it is the ‘sins like streaming wounds’ producing further images of the lance that 
pierces the side of Christ on the Cross, reminding the reader of the price Christ had to 
pay for the sins of mankind. In the final lines of the poem the writer yearns to see 
himself completely afresh as he would see ‘A stranger in the street.’ The whole purpose 
of which is that his own soul may be saved through ‘seeing’ Creation, including his own 
mortal body, as pouring forth from the Creator.   
113 
 
 
A further example which reveals Chesterton’s repeated lesson: that in order to find God 
we must first be awakened and shocked into realising the very strangeness of the world 
in which we live, is his poem ‘The Babe Unborn’ (written in 1897).146  
 If trees were tall and grasses short, 
    As in some crazy tale, 
If here and there a sea were blue 
    Beyond the breaking pale, 
 
 If a fixed fire hung in the air 
    To warm me one day through, 
 If deep green hair grew on great hills, 
     I know what I should do. 
 
Throughout this verse, by means of various images and metaphors, Chesterton 
juxtaposes the emptiness and darkness of non-existence against the vibrancy of colour 
and energy one experiences as a created being. Adamant that his readers will see anew 
the life that he fears may be taken for granted, Chesterton takes his readers into the dark, 
almost claustrophobic existence of the unborn child who lies within the womb yearning 
to escape into the unknown, exciting world. With the help of the anaphoric repetition of 
‘If’, Chesterton asks us to imagine the awesome possibility of an existence where there 
could actually be ‘crazy’ creations of ‘trees’ and ‘grass’, ‘sea’, ‘streets’, ‘doors’, and 
‘men’. 
 
Through this possibly unique device of having the unborn child ‘speak’ within the 
womb, Chesterton startles us and cajoles us to ‘see again’ from the perspective of a 
child, and not with the jaded and tainted vision of adulthood. The writer does this by 
speaking metaphorically of the sun as a ‘fire’ which is ‘fixed’ and ‘hangs’ in the air. Not 
only is this particular description of the sun unfamiliar, but it also connotes a further 
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image of the Creator carefully hanging down the sun as if by a thin piece of thread in 
order to bring warmth, comfort and fruition to His beloved Creation. The following 
metaphoric description of the grass is provocative in the sense that it strikes an 
unfamiliar chord within the reader who would not normally perceive grass as the hair 
which grows upon a human head. Chesterton liberally uses metaphor in this poem in 
order to aid his readers to visualise the very world they live in anew, and is further 
enhanced by the use of synesthesia. Here our vision is stimulated with the myriad 
colours of Creation, the blues of the sea and sky, the golden yellow of the sun 
immediately invokes the stimulation of the sense of touch when one can almost feel the 
warmth of the sun and the softness of the green hair-like grass. The third and fourth 
stanzas are as follows: 
In dark I lie: dreaming that there 
    Are great eyes cold or kind, 
And twisted streets and silent doors, 
    And living men behind. 
 
       Let storm-clouds come: better an hour, 
                And leave to weep and fight,  
       Than all the ages I have ruled 
                The empires of the night.  
 
The use of caesura in the first line of both these stanzas, along with the alliteration and 
assonance for impact, emphasise the importance for the reader to really appreciate the 
longing and desire this unborn child has to experience what we already experience over 
and over each day of our apparently normal and ordinary day-to-day lives. Furthermore, 
for the unborn child, it is not just the beauty, myriad colours, the vitality and all of the 
good things that may happen in the world he imagines which causes him to desire, to 
escape and ‘take leave’ into our world. In fact, the child makes it clear that it does not 
matter whether his experiences of the world are good or bad, whether it is full of 
‘weeping’ and ‘fighting’, or whether people are ‘cruel’ or ‘kind’ to him, just so long as 
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he gets a chance to live. According to Chesterton, for the unborn child, anything is 
better than nothing and the ‘ages’ of the ‘night’.          
     
Ironically, even though the voice that is speaking to the reader is an unborn baby, with 
no experience of life and who should therefore be naturally lacking in wisdom, in the 
final stanzas this unborn child adopts a preacher-like status – the voice of experience – 
whereby he almost condemns the reader for becoming ungrateful, selfish or 
unappreciative of the miracle and magical existence of Creation which has pitifully been 
taken for granted and viewed with ‘scorn’; for Chesterton, such a person has therefore 
lost what are according to him, the most important virtues: selflessness and humility.  
 
The powerful yearning of the child’s voice, along with the effective description of the 
ever-surrounding darkness of the womb is dramatically enhanced in the final two lines 
of the poem: ‘If only I could find the door, / If only I were born.’ The impact of these 
two lines is such that the reader can almost feel the claustrophobic atmosphere of the 
unborn child who is forever searching for the ‘door’ to our ‘fairyland’; it is an 
atmosphere enhanced once again with the familiar repetition and longing of ‘If’, as if 
the child were physically banging the wall of the womb, almost distressed from a 
yearning to find the exit that leads to the world. The sense of claustrophobia is further 
accentuated when the dark ‘empires of the night’ – a metaphor for nothingness – are 
compared with the freedom and vibrancy of the world which exists outside the womb. 
Such an image effectively invokes a sense of relief and joy on the reader’s part, who has 
been lucky enough to have found that ‘door’, who ‘does’ live in a fairyland which could 
easily not have been created at all.      
 
Here, Chesterton argues that Creation is constantly trying to tell us something. He 
believes that nature is not there simply to look pretty and provide a backdrop; rather, 
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within it there lies a hidden message of the mystery of its very existence. In Robert 
Browning Chesterton speaks of this experience of a kind of communication between a 
person and nature as a 'mood' that can suddenly come over us at any moment, and quite 
unexpectedly: 
One of the deepest and strangest of all human moods is the mood which will 
suddenly strike us perhaps in a garden at night, or deep in sloping meadows, the 
feeling that every flower and leaf has just uttered something stupendously direct 
and important, and that we have by a prodigy of imbecility not heard or 
understood it. There is a certain poetic value, and that a genuine one, in this 
sense of having missed the full meaning of things. There is beauty, not only in 
wisdom, but in this dazed and dramatic ignorance.147 
Thus, Chesterton’s goal in his writing, in whatever genre he uses, is to remind his 
readers of this 'deep and strange mood'. However, he does not leave it there; he does not 
simply highlight this experience in order to make the reader recall an experience of that 
‘strange mood’ that may have occurred to them in the countryside or in a garden in the 
evening. Rather, he stimulates the recipient into this particular mood whilst they are 
reading his works. Chesterton stirs the senses to ignite the mood. A good example of 
this approach can be found in his poem ‘Lilies of the Valley’148 (written in the mid-late 
1890s). The first two lines are as follows:  
 Lean and listen: lean and listen: 
    If our ears were very keen 
 
Immediately the senses are stirred by simply reading the opening line. Not only are we 
being asked to perform a physical thing to lean in and listen to a lily, but the use of 
alliteration here enhances the senses even more so. The repetition of the letter 'L' as well 
as the words 'lean and listen’, being repeated twice, gives the impression of movement; 
of slowly and gently leaning forwards, and yet further forward again towards the lily. 
Thus, the sound of the first line is suggesting exactly what is being expressed. 
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Moreover, the use of assonance and the repetition of the letter 's' within 'listen' creates a 
'shushing' sound, as if the reader is being asked to be silent in order to listen to the 
message of the lily, which though definitely to be discerned, requires nonetheless sharp 
senses. Therefore, in just two lines the senses have already been triggered; Chesterton 
has the reader bent over, prepared and intrigued for what a lily could tell them. In the 
next few lines Chesterton makes the life of a lily remarkably significant. He wants to 
highlight how extraordinary the existence of one little flower really is. In order to do 
this, he makes out the life of a lily to be an incredibly dramatic occurrence through the 
use of sound: 
If we heard the little noises 
     Of the growing things of green 
 If we heard the blossom breaking 
     Like the tongues of every tree 
 If we heard the grass a-growing 
     Like the roaring of the sea 
 
Anaphoric repetition again is used for emphasis. The suggestion that such minute 
movement in the universe could create a ‘roaring’ sound is perhaps an example of the 
kind of thing which would have provoked a number of Chesterton’s critics to irritation 
or ridicule; those who believe Chesterton really does need to ‘put a leash on his ideas’. 
For us to read this poem today one is reminded of the remarkable technology of modern 
film documentaries where amplification shows up the cacophony of sounds even 
growing plants or tiny insects make; Chesterton did not have that technology to use but 
used his literary skills to bring aloud the reality of those sounds. With the use of simile, 
Chesterton is suggesting that if the things of nature such as flowers did shout at us, then 
we would notice them and perhaps not forget them through familiarity. However, not 
only does Chesterton make the lily 'shout out' at the reader by repeating the letter 'b' 
dramatically, but to suggest that there could be such a sound as 'blossom breaking' 
immediately attracts our attention. The ingenious simile of the breaking blossom being 
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the tongues of every tree communicates perfectly the suggestion that we are deaf to the 
message that every tree – every ‘thing’ – in nature wishes to communicate to us. Not 
only does the repetition of 'g' in 'grass a-growing' immediately make the grass heard, but 
comparing the familiar, tiny, insignificant 'growing' of grass to the  thrilling image and 
incredibly loud sound of the 'roaring' of the sea, immediately turns one's head to notice 
the awesome fact of the continuous creation of grass. Furthermore, it is through the use 
of the shocking, even wild juxtaposition of images, that Chesterton succeeds in getting 
and holding the reader’s attention and thus making the reader look at things in a new 
way.149 The ending of the poem on ‘Lilies’ is a little ambiguous:150 
 If we heard these little lilies 
     We should know and understand 
 They are ringing for our bridal 
     On the bells of fairy-land.151  
 
Chesterton is impressing upon the reader to take the time to notice, listen and reflect on 
the existence of every created thing because we are really in a ‘fairy-land’ – not as in an 
imaginary child’s musings – but paradoxically, in the real thing, ‘magically’ created by 
God; it is sacramental.  
 
If we turn once again to his novel Manalive, this time it is the reader's sense of smell 
which is triggered. Again in the attempt to reawaken a sense of wonder, and 'rediscover 
what is already there', Innocent Smith takes two of the characters dulled by existence in 
                                                          
149 Reflecting on Chesterton's ability to help his readers become suddenly astonished at what was once 
regarded as the insignificant and unnoticeable tiny parts of creation, a contemporary Alfred Noyes writes 
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151 The ending is unclear because it could mean that the poem was written for Frances – who would have 
been at that time his fiancée – and the suggestion of their forthcoming marriage. Or, it could be a message 
for anyone, suggesting that if a person does listen carefully to the growing lily they may one day be 'at 
one' (hence the use of the word 'bridal') with their Creator. 
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the novel – Michael Moon and Arthur Inglewood – through a trapdoor of the roof of the 
house. By seeing the once familiar and ordinary garden and sky from a completely 
different angle, their senses are stirred; everything has now become new and interesting. 
And it is not just the senses of Moon and Inglewood which are stirred, but the reader's 
imagination and sense of smell are also triggered, as if one were partaking in the whole 
experience of smelling the already known and familiar scents of nature for the very first 
time: 
One definition occurred to one of them – that he had come out into the light of 
that lucid and radiant ignorance in which all beliefs had begun […] There was 
still enough stir in the freshness of the atmosphere to make them almost fancy 
they could smell the garden soil and the last roses of the autumn.152 
 
Chesterton’s use of paradoxical truths, ingeniously interwoven with descriptive imagery 
in a garden, build up an extraordinary atmosphere that is evocative and timeless. It is 
perhaps the Garden of Eden that the ‘freshness of the atmosphere’ is revealing; and the 
light of humility shining the way to belief. Interestingly, Chesterton is not critical of 
ignorance that one might expect he would be, rather he sees it as the clean sheet which 
is ‘lucid and radiant’ upon which can be created the beginnings of a belief.  As a result 
of his sudden epiphany, Moon recognises that Smith has the key to sustaining a sense of 
wonder, freshness and excitement toward the most ordinary and mundane things. At 
first, many of the characters in Manalive regard Smith’s unusual actions as mere 
madness: actions that consist of entering a home by jumping over a garden wall as an 
alternative to entering through the front door; or using a once ignored trapdoor to 
socialise on the roof, instead of sitting in the garden. For Moon soon realises, however, 
that these are all methods of attempting to see everyday things for the first time as a 
small child does: 
I have a fancy there’s some method in his madness. It looks as if he could turn 
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into a sort of wonderland any minute by taking one step out of the plain road. 
Who would have thought of that trapdoor? Who would have thought that this 
cursed colonial claret could taste quite nice among the chimney-pots? Perhaps 
that is the real key of fairyland. Perhaps Nosey Gould’s beastly little Empire 
Cigarettes ought only to be smoked on stilts, or something of that sort.153 
 
 
3.2 The Significance of Colour 
In much of his writing, Chesterton’s impressive use of colour is a further example of the 
way in which he provokes feelings in his readers. According to Kevin Morris in his 
essay ‘Chesterton Sees Red: The Metaphysics of a Colour’, Chesterton ‘perceives and 
represents spiritual existence as a register of colours [...]’.154 Thus, it could be argued 
that it was through his use of colour within his writing that Chesterton believed would 
ignite a sense of spirituality within his readers: ‘For Chesterton, colour is undoubtedly 
spirituality, as well as the vitality with which he always associated it. It was axiomatic 
with him that colour was a spiritual language [...]’.155 As a child, colour had made a 
huge impression upon Chesterton. One memory he recalls in his Autobiography, 
involves peering into a shop window; the experience of what he saw in the window 
evoked within him a sense of mystery and charm; an experience emphasised by a vivid 
description:   
[…] it was an oil and colour shop, and they sold gold paint smeared inside 
shells; and there was a sort of pale pointed chalks […] But when I remember 
that these forgotten crayons contained a stick of “light-red,” seemingly a more 
commonplace colour, the point of that dull red pencil pricks me as if it could 
draw red blood.156      
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Titterton comments on this love and awesome regard Chesterton held toward the 
mystery of colour. According to Titterton, the Unitarian atmosphere157 in which 
Chesterton had grown up, could not fulfill Chesterton; for part of this belief was that 
miracles did not happen. However, it was the existence of the miracle of Creation in all 
its colour and splendour, and its capacity to evoke a sense of wonder and awe, that 
Chesterton was more sure about than anything: ‘For his world was a rollicking world 
aglow with colour; and the Unitarian world was a sedate world in black and white.’158  
 
Maise Ward suggests that a reason for this ability to portray his own mysterious visions 
was perhaps due to the time Chesterton spent at the Slade. This experience, she felt, 
enabled Chesterton to develop the power of ‘depth of vision’ that is owed to some of his 
best work. Ward believed Chesterton would have made a great and successful artist, 
however he saw the world as a work of art alone and thus enjoyed observing and 
writing down what Creation and the ‘Artist’ of that Creation revealed to him: ‘[he] 
preferred to appreciate what the artist was trying to say and put into words what he read 
on the canvas’.159 In his essay ‘A Piece of Chalk’, Chesterton speaks of how an artist or 
poet ‘drinks’ in the colours of nature. He explains that those who criticise the poets 
before Wordsworth – those who did not write much about nature and therefore did not 
‘care very much about’160 it – were missing the whole point of the powerful part colours 
play in igniting and triggering certain ideas within the imagination. He relays the time 
he sat on a hill attempting to sketch with some crayons, admitting that he was not 
getting the very ‘best out of the landscape’; but that did not mean, however, that ‘the 
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landscape was not getting the best out of me’.161 For him, the colours of Creation spark 
the imagination into action; each colour symbolises, materialises and gives form to the 
spiritual existence of the more important things in life: of morals and all virtuous things. 
Chesterton announces that these poets and artists: 
[…] preferred writing about great men to writing about great hills; but they sat 
on the great hills to write it. They gave out much less about Nature, but they 
drank in, perhaps, much more. They painted the white robes of their holy virgins 
with the blinding snow, at which they had stared all day […] The greenness of a 
thousand green leaves clustered into the live green figure of Robin Hood. The 
blueness of a score of forgotten skies became the blue robes of the Virgin. The 
inspiration went in like sunbeams and came out like Apollo.162 
 
For Chesterton, the colours of Creation symbolise the spiritual world. He argues that the 
material world is not the final world – an end in itself – but only something which 
points to another entity more real, more splendid and magical than this world. For this 
writer, the multiple colours of Creation are constantly pointing us in the direction of 
Heaven. In ‘Paints in a Paint-Box’ Chesterton asserts that, ‘we can only take a sample 
of the universe, and that that sample, even if it be a handful of dust (which is also a 
beautiful substance), will always assert the magic of itself, and hint at the magic of all 
things.’163 He argues in this essay that there is ‘one definite order of materials’ that is far 
more invaluable and ‘essential’164 to the imaginative eye than any set of jewels or 
diamonds; for him, coloured materials are pregnant with an entire score of an ‘infinite’ 
number of possibilities: 
If we look at a solid bar of blue chalk we do not see a thing merely mechanical 
and final. We see bound up in that blue column a whole fairyland of potential 
pictures and tales. No other material object gives us this sense of multiplying 
itself. If we leave a cigar in a corner we do not expect that we shall find it the 
next day surrounded by a family of cigarettes […] A cake of prussian blue 
contains all the sea stories in the world […] a cake of crimson is compounded of 
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forgotten sunsets. Some day, for all we know, this eternal metaphysical value in 
chalks and paints may be recognised as of monetary value […].165  
 
We accompany the writer here in considering the creative nature of coloured chalk. 
Creativity is what he is alluding to; for material objects do not beget other material 
objects. Coloured chalk, however, when creating a picture, brings us to a closer 
understanding of the Artist of Creation. As with his poetry, Chesterton carefully uses 
language to compound his argument and create an atmosphere in which the reader is 
better able to contemplate the theme for himself. The ‘bar’ of chalk is ‘solid’, it is 
‘material’, and through the use of analogy, allows us to glimpse how this object 
contains ‘stories’; which ultimately points to the ‘eternal metaphysical’ possibilities. It 
is clear to see here that colour was of paramount importance to Chesterton’s plan of 
awakening his readers to the spiritual life; to the development of holiness in the 
ordinary. When one enters a Church, a shrine, a beautiful building or, at times, even in 
the countryside; when one sets one’s eyes on the sky at sunset for instance, perhaps in 
that moment of perception the surroundings become suddenly full of new meaning and 
significance; it is an experience that Chesterton appears to be intending to convey 
vividly in Manalive. For Innocent, the common back yard of a house at sunset is 
transformed into a land of colourful jewels; as if one had finally arrived in Paradise: 
The sunset was one of those festive and yet mysterious conflagrations in 
which common things by their colours remind us of costly or curious things. 
The slates upon the sloping roof burned like the plumes of a vast peacock, in 
every mysterious blend of blue and green. The red-brown brick of the wall 
glowed with the October tints of strong ruby and tawny wines. The sun seemed 
to set each object alight with a different coloured flame, like a man lighting 
fireworks […] “Open your eyes, and you’ll wake up in the New Jerusalem.”166 
  
In his essay ‘The Glory of Grey’ Chesterton champions even the apparently banal lack 
of colour in grey. He awakens us to the variety that is present in the grey of the clouds; 
for example: ‘Grey is a colour, and can be a very powerful and pleasing colour. There is 
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also an insulting style of speech about “one grey day just like another.” You might as 
well talk about one green tree just like another’.167 The essay continues discussing all 
the familiar scenes in life that are important, and yet grey. He artfully raises this ‘grey’ 
from serfdom to kingship: ‘[…] the little hamlets of the warm grey stone have a 
geniality which is not achieved by all the artistic scarlet of the suburbs; as if it were 
better to warm one’s hands at the ashes of Glastonbury than at the painted flames of 
Croydon.’ He even evokes an image of the Incarnation: how Christ brings hope and 
returns true life to the Earth: ‘[…] colours suffer in grey weather, and that strong 
sunlight is necessary to all the hues of heaven and earth’.168 Instead the writer insists that 
‘[…] colours actually look more luminous on a grey day […] flowers look like 
fireworks’.169  
 
He then reintroduces the theme of strangeness, that there ‘is something strange about’ 
colours […]’, for it has a value which suggests ‘in some way the mixed and troubled 
average of existence.’ He is using colour here to describe doubt and fear, and uses our 
imagination, through the use of metaphor, to uplift us and remind us of the ‘indefinite 
hope that is in doubt itself’; because the colour grey seems always in the process of 
changing and could at any moment be ‘blanching into white or bursting into green and 
gold’. He finishes the essay with an evocative thought: ‘[…] and when there is grey 
weather in our hills or grey hairs in our heads, perhaps they may still remind us of the 
morning.’170 Chesterton is reminding us here that even though ‘grey’ days may come – 
whether in the sense of dullness, sadness or even suffering – the colour grey is always 
there to remind us that we may always be on the verge of experiencing the joys of 
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existence too, in all its uplifting ‘golds’ or indeed, even ‘from gold to ivory’.171 The use 
of ivory here is suggestive of the Christian ideal of the return to purity and ‘innocence’. 
Moreover, the ‘morning’ of which Chesterton is speaking infers the resurrection of our 
bodies at death, and the ‘grey hair’ heralds its coming.  
 
Another example where Chesterton uses grey imagery is in his essay ‘The Enchanted 
Man’. He recalls the car breaking down on his way to a theatre production. It was a very 
cold night and he speaks of a strange sense that came over him and he looked at the 
moonlit frozen landscape: ‘A deathly frost fastened every branch and blade to its 
place’.172 He describes a world put to sleep. It was ‘soundless’ and ‘bottomless’; he 
states that he fancied that if he shouted there would be no echo: ‘The sinking and 
softening forests, powdered with a gray frost […]’.173 The description continues with a 
powerful sense of strangeness, of what to us should be familiar sights; and yet the writer 
imbues it nightmarish qualities. He says: ‘A horror of unconsciousness lay on them; that 
is the nearest phrase I know. It was as if one were looking at the back of the world; and 
the world did not know it’. Chesterton often speaks of this concept of looking at the 
back of Creation, that when we look at a tree we are only looking at the back of a tree. It 
is to be found throughout his writings: ‘I had taken the universe in the rear. I was behind 
the scenes. I was eavesdropping upon an unconscious creation’.174 Chesterton takes us 
with him to what he says is often called ‘“a God-forsaken place”’. The writer is not here 
drawing us into nihilistic doubt, but brings us down into the abyss175 before bringing us 
up again: ‘Yet something was present there […] It was an enchanted place. It had been 
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put to sleep.’176  
 
3.3 The Banal and Ordinary as Strange 
 
As has been noted, Chesterton attempts to awaken his readers to the wonders of 
Creation by exemplifying its beauty, as have many poets throughout literature. 
However, his fascination with what most people would regard as the more mundane, 
ordinary things of Creation, with which we are in daily contact, is also of great 
importance to this thesis. As Alfred Noyes suggests in his article ‘In White Cotton 
Nightcap Country’: 'It is the element of strangeness in familiar things, rather than that of 
beauty, that is most potent to bring Mr Chesterton into the heart of the world's 
mystery'.177 This word ‘strange’ and the sense of ‘strangeness’ pervades much of his 
writing; he successfully imparts those feelings to his readers by turning these objects on 
their heads, or in such a way that we see them in a completely different light; but 
effectively the writer imparts a sense of the mysterious. It is not enough to brush past or 
simply glance at something strange, for the strange is unsettling; and Chesterton 
successfully unsettles the reader.  
 
Chesterton, therefore, also triggers the senses by making the ordinary and familiar 
appear shockingly strange. As Brown states: 'He pointed out vehemently and 
continually that not only do objects look peculiar, they are peculiar.'178 In Robert 
Browning Chesterton writes of his admiration for Browning's 'love poetry'. Chesterton 
exclaims that Browning's poetry 'is the finest love poetry in the world, because it does 
not talk about raptures and ideals and gates of heaven, but about window-panes and 
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gloves and garden walls'.179 By emphasising the images of ordinary things and signaling 
them as significant features of a love poem, Browning is igniting and awakening that 
sense of astonishment Chesterton speaks of; the sense of astonishment which is found 
within a child and which becomes worn and tainted as one grows old and too familiar 
with Creation: 
It awakens in every man the memories of that immortal instant when common 
and dead things had a meaning beyond the power of any dictionary to utter, and 
a value beyond the power of any millionaire to compute. He expresses the 
celestial time when a man does not think about heaven, but about a parasol.180 
 
In his poem ‘The Praise of Dust’181 (written in the mid-1890s) Chesterton takes an 
apparently banal material, the commonest constituent of the cosmos, and demands our 
attention by making it remarkable. He opens the poem with a great impact: 
'What of vile dust?' the preacher said. 
     Methought the whole world woke, 
 The dead stone lived beneath my foot, 
     And my whole body spoke. 
 
Clearly dust is more commonplace even than the dandelion; and with familiarity, if the 
dandelion can become despised, then what of ‘vile dust?’ The repetition of the letter 'w' 
and the use of assonance in 'o' helps to suggest the sudden sounds of being dramatically 
awoken. The ‘preacher’ spits his word contemptuously, and the ‘dust’ and the ‘stones’ 
personified in this poem wake up the earth in shock. The use of oxymoron to enhance 
the sudden realisation that a 'dead stone lived beneath my foot' and that the remarkable 
image 'my whole body spoke' tells the reader that something of paramount importance 
is being said here. He goes on: 
‘You, that play tyrant to the dust, 
     And stamp its wrinkled face, 
 This patient star that flings you not 
     Far into homeless space. 
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 ‘Come down out of your dusty shrine  
     The living dust to see, 
 The flowers that at your sermon’s end 
     Stand blazing silently. 
 
 ‘Rich white and blood-red blossom; stones, 
      Lichens like fire encrust; 
 A gleam of blue, a glare of gold, 
     The vision of the dust. 
 
Chesterton strongly suggests, that along with the eventual disregard of things we have 
become used to, there is also the accusation made of arrogance and pride: ‘Come down 
out of your dusty shrine / The living dust to see’. It is the repeated theme seen 
throughout this thesis of the danger of pride and that humility is key to ‘seeing’, and that 
only by appreciating the wonders of Creation, previously seen as ordinary, can the 
necessary virtue of humility be attained. He uses the technique of personification, with 
the image of the arrogant person ‘stamping’ upon the old ‘face’ of ancient Creation; and 
yet this ‘patient’ planet does not retaliate and ‘flings you not’ to the non-existence of 
‘homeless space’. The use of such vivid colours: rich white, blood red, gleam of blue 
and glare of gold in the description of ‘mundane’ things such as stones, lichen and dust, 
displays the writer’s intention to see brilliant existence in these things. Also the allusion 
to things very vital, such as blood and fire is an effective technique to awaken our 
senses to such ordinary things as dust or stones. This poem is a typical example of 
Chesterton’s famous use of paradox, previously discussed in the Literature Review and 
will be discussed a little more in Chapter 4. This is clearly not ornamentation or even 
‘cleverness’, as some critics have argued. There is a very serious message being given 
here and the writer successfully brings home his message in a startling manner.   
 
3.4 The Nonsensical and the Absurd 
 
In his essay ‘A Defence of Nonsense’ Chesterton again emphasises the necessity of 
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regarding everything in existence as strange, but interestingly, also as seemingly absurd: 
‘[…] the world must not only be the tragic, romantic, and religious, it must be 
nonsensical also.’182 Turning the world upside down, as noted before, was to 
Chesterton, a way to attract attention to the wonders of created reality. As he expresses 
in Robert Browning: 
[…] To present a matter in a grotesque manner does certainly tend to touch the 
nerve of surprise and thus to draw attention to the intrinsically miraculous 
character of the object itself […] Now it is the supreme function of the 
philosopher of the grotesque to make the world stand on its head that people 
may look at it. If we say "a man is a man" we awaken no sense of the fantastic 
[…] but if we say, in the language of the old satirist, "that man is a two-legged 
bird, without feathers," the phrase does, for a moment, make us look at man 
from the outside and gives us a thrill in his presence.183 
 
Here Chesterton gives us an insight into his own technique as a ‘philosopher of the 
grotesque’. It is Chesterton's personal belief that nonsense will prove to be of help when 
attempting to perceive the spiritual in things. He states how religion has always striven 
to create within people a sense of wonder toward Creation; and he suggests that it is 
often forgotten that things cannot be awe-inspiring if they are regarded as obvious. 
Therefore, it is only when one regards the shape of things as strange, nonsensical and 
unexpected, that a state of spiritual wonder will be achieved; which is according to 
Chesterton, the basis of spirituality: 
So long as we regard a tree as an obvious thing, naturally and reasonably created 
for a giraffe to eat, we cannot properly wonder at it. It is when we consider it as 
a prodigious wave of the living soil sprawling up to the skies for no reason in 
particular that we take off our hats, to the astonishment of the park-keeper.184 
 
In 1916, Chesterton contributed the ‘Introduction’ to an edition of The Book of Job. In it 
Chesterton speaks of how one of the first things the Book of Job concerns is Job's 'desire 
to know the actuality; the desire to know what is, and not merely what seems'.185  And as 
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one will recognise by now, it is a very Chestertonian concern: the focusing on the 
actuality of things, on the 'isness' of life. Chesterton explains that when Job puts God 
under interrogation to explain the meaning behind all existence, God's answer is that ‘if 
there is one fine thing about the world, as far as men are concerned, it is that it cannot 
be explained' and it is the one point that God ‘is explicit to the point of violence.'186 As 
he aims to do in his own writing, Chesterton explains that the only way in which God 
can make Job see a startling universe, is to make Job see an absurd and idiotic universe: 
To startle man God becomes for an instant […] an atheist. He unrolls before Job 
a long panorama of created things, the horse, the eagle, the raven, the wild ass, 
the peacock, the ostrich, the crocodile. He so describes each of them that it 
sounds like a monster walking in the sun. The whole is a sort of psalm or 
rhapsody of the sense of wonder.187  
 
Chesterton goes on to explain that the world is so strange that even its Maker is 
astonished at His own Creation. Chesterton’s vision of an astonished, wondrous and 
even childlike God can be found in Orthodoxy: ‘A child kicks his legs rhythmically 
through excess, not absence, of life […]. They always say, "Do it again"; and the grown-
up person does it again until he is nearly dead.’ Clearly there are two possible causes 
for, and results from, repetition. In young innocence, and for God, it is joy; but as man 
grows older he is weakened by sin:  
For grown-up people are not strong enough to exult in monotony. But perhaps 
God is strong enough to exult in monotony. It is possible that God says every 
morning, "Do it again" to the sun; and every evening, "Do it again" to the moon. 
It may not be automatic necessity that makes all daisies alike; it may be that God 
makes every daisy separately, but has never got tired of making them.  
 
But Chesterton makes it plain that we have tired of ‘seeing’ them. It may be that He has 
the eternal appetite of infancy; for we have sinned and grown old, and our Father is 
younger than we. The repetition in nature may not be a mere recurrence; it may be a 
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theatrical encore.188 Here Chesterton again explains that God is very pleased with His 
Creation and will never tire of it, but that we are fatally in danger of doing so. This 
appears to be a bold path Chesterton is taking, to almost put himself into the mind of 
God; but here he only says ‘But perhaps God […]’. Again he is shaking the reader to sit 
up and listen. The writer’s inference is that to maintain a thrill at His Creation, and 
delight in ‘things’, is therefore to be closer to God. According to Chesterton, the rising 
of the sun is such an amazing thing to God that He desires to see it rise up and come 
down over and over, without end. 
 
In ‘A Defence of Skeletons’ Chesterton addresses something he has noted: the terror and 
horror people have toward the ‘grotesque’ structure of their skeleton and toward the 
‘ugly’ side of nature, such as the trees in winter. He suggests that the problem has arisen 
from the fact that man has a tendency to lose fascination and value for things that do not 
exude obvious attraction and beauty. For Chesterton, however, the celebration of the 
beauty and value of anything derives from the celebration of the fact that anything exists 
at all: 
The highest and most valuable quality in Nature is not her beauty, but her 
generous and defiant ugliness […] The croaking noise of the rooks is, in itself, 
as hideous as the whole hell of sounds in a London railway tunnel. Yet it uplifts 
us like a trumpet with its coarse kindliness and honesty […].189 
 
Although Chesterton ingeniously cajoles his readers along, there will necessarily be 
times where certain conditions need first to be met to aid understanding. Those 
conditions need only to be the experience of ordinary human suffering. For example, 
without the experience of some suffering, one will be stretched to find ‘the croaking 
noise of roofs […] as hideous as hell’, such that it ‘uplifts us as a trumpet’. The writer 
has experienced the abyss of suffering, and as will be shown in Chapter 5, he tells us 
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that it is necessary for us to go down into the depths, into the ‘abyss’ in order to come 
up. The writer teaches that this is necessary for even such ‘defiant ugliness’ to be able to 
uplift ‘us like a trumpet’, for example unless those reading have experienced a certain 
depth of suffering. It is because some parts of existence are grotesque and defiantly ugly 
that life is so exciting, mysterious and magical for Chesterton, as Oliver states in an 
essay ‘Chesterton and Primitive Religion’: ‘This absurd universe which existentialists 
have viewed with pessimism was to Chesterton a cause of optimism because it had 
sustained human generations in their astonishment.’190 His was a very child-like way of 
perceiving things, as if he were living within a fairy tale.  
 
Thus, it was the seemingly ridiculous side to nature that Chesterton argues sustains a 
sense of awe, surprise and wonder at the existence of things: ‘The tree above my head is 
flapping like some gigantic bird standing on one leg; the moon is like the eye of a 
cyclops.’191 The images he uses in this description, of the very familiar characters 
within nature, are suddenly made strange, unfamiliar, mysterious, and perhaps a little 
frightening. The tree with its giant, bird-like appearance and the moon being perceived 
as the huge, glaring eye of a monster, gives these two parts of nature an almost extra 
dimension of being; which is likely to be Chesterton’s intention, as a means of 
accentuating their existence. His descriptions then, successfully awaken within the 
reader a sense of awe towards things that had perhaps been previously taken for granted, 
and at the very least makes them look harder and think again. 
 
In Manalive the character Smith recalls a time when he tested the pessimism of a 
professor, by hanging him out of a window until he had realised a sudden will to live. 
The emphasis on the sight of a human body hung upside down, reminds the reader of 
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just how strange, mysterious and even comical the human creature actually is. Part of 
the startling effect of this image is as a result of reducing the familiar dignified human 
body to a mere helpless and grotesque creature: ‘“When the don had hung on the stone 
gutter, the sight of his long dangling legs, vibrating in the void like wings, somehow 
awoke the naked satire of the old definition of man as a two-legged animal without 
feathers.”’192 Another example of Chesterton's own use of the absurd in order to 
astonish his readers, and this time in poetry, is in ‘The Pillar Box’193 (written in 1900).  
He stands the world on its head in this poem by making the object he is describing seem 
as if it were a creature from another world. Immediately, in the opening lines of the 
poem, the reader is drawn in to an unfamiliar and unknown setting. The protagonist 
recalls a time when a 'stranger' had come to his 'town beside the sea' and 'garbed 
outlandishly': 
"In mine own city" thus he said –  
     "There stands a little man in red 
 Who in the steep street standeth still 
     And morn and even eats his fill 
 Of tales untold, wild truths and lies 
     Small wars and secret chivalries 
  
[...] 
 
A quaint red tower not three feet wide 
     And thousands of mens’ souls inside." 
 
Here again we see the creation of an atmosphere of ‘strangeness’ that draws us in, and 
grabs our attention. The atmosphere is integral to the argument which is the 
extraordinariness of the ‘red box’ and its function. Not only are we being told of a 
stranger from another place, but the subject being spoken of – a very ordinary thing like 
the pillar-box – is being personified and therefore given an alternative identification. 
The little red box has become a person and so is startling to the reader. The pillar 'man' 
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has also a very important part to play in the activities of humanity. It is no longer 
commonplace, viewed as that red box which the reader has been seen and used a 
thousand times. The pillar box is not the ordinary and familiar thing taken so much for 
granted, containing mundane pieces of stationary, but rather becomes an intriguing and 
astonishing subject ‘who’ guards a whole world of myriad emotions, thoughts, and 
secret tales deep inside him. Distancing the pillar box's familiarity from the reader even 
more so, is the fact that the crowd of people listening to the tale of the pillar box cannot 
believe that the existence of the little man in red is even possible: 
Some, hearing mocked the tale aloud 
     And chased the liar with a crowd 
 Some smote and scattered cruelly 
    His blood upon the stones, but he 
Still wore his happy sunset smile. 
 
From these lines onwards, the poem begins to make clearer connections with the 
Incarnation of Christ, of the mockery He underwent and of the blood of the Crucifixion. 
Chesterton’s detective fiction writing is smattered with this same theme, of the familiar 
degenerating into the unnoticed. He uses some ingenious and at times amusing 
examples: one is reminded by the poem above, and its theme of a pillar box, of the 
Father Brown story The Invisible Man. A crime has been perpetrated – a murder – and 
yet nobody, not even the official doorman, a person known for his observance, has seen 
anyone come or go: 
The unimportant Father Brown, who stood back, looking modestly at the 
pavement, here ventured to say meekly, "Has nobody been up and down stairs, 
then, since the snow began to fall? It began while we were all round at 
Flambeau's." 
     "Nobody's been in here, sir, you can take it from me," said the official, with 
beaming authority.  
    "Then I wonder what that is?" said the priest, and stared at the ground blankly 
like a fish.  
[…] 
For it was unquestionably true that down the middle of the entrance guarded by 
the man in gold lace, actually between the arrogant, stretched legs of that 
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colossus, ran a stringy pattern of grey footprints stamped upon the white snow.  
    "God!" cried Angus involuntarily; "the Invisible Man!"194   
 
Although a man had come and gone under ‘eight human eyes’, and dressed not 
discreetly but “in red, blue and gold” – those vivid colours in Creation again – he had 
gone completely unnoticed due to an over-familiarity with these vibrant colours. He was 
the postman. He was not an invisible man as in the science fiction of Chesterton’s friend 
H.G. Wells, but as Father Brown tells us ‘“a mentally invisible man.”’195  
 
Chesterton seems to be suggesting that we are not only ‘blind’, but that it is a mental 
failing to allow ourselves to become oblivious to the vividness of Creation; hence the 
creation of Chesterton’s fictional character Father Brown. The Father Brown stories 
might at first appear to stand alone as some sort of foray into a genre of writing that 
Chesterton enjoyed and that it might not contain, therefore, those of the author’s 
overarching theological themes. The author does not try to suggest that his style of 
detective fiction writing is the only one or even the best, and his character is very 
different to the most famous detective, that of Sherlock Holmes. In fact, Chesterton says 
of the Sherlock Holmes stories that: ‘“There have never been better detective 
stories.”’196 The figure of Father Brown, however, is very different indeed to the 
confident and striking figure of Holmes. It was Chesterton’s intention to make him an 
unassuming, dull, unremarkable ‘little Essex priest’ who ‘spoke the more simply 
[…]’.197 It is the priest’s childlike simplicity and humility which gives him that clarity of 
vision which Chesterton is hoping to renew in his readers, and turn the familiar into the 
unfamiliar and strange; for Father Brown has the ability to sit ‘among the audience with 
                                                          
194 Chesterton, Collected Works, Volume XII: Father Brown Stories, Part I (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 
2005), pp. 114-115. 
195 Chesterton, Father Brown, Part I, p. 118. 
196 Chesterton, ‘Introduction’ by John Peterson, in Father Brown Part I, p. 15. 
197 Chesterton, Father Brown, p. 45. 
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all the solemn expectation of a child at his first matinée.’198 The character of Father 
Brown is the personification of Chesterton’s teaching of humility. Father Brown is the 
antithesis of the scientific, precise and lofty Holmes. The near-invisible and self-
forgetful little priest has great vision; a gift which seems to be mystically connected to 
the fact of his humility. He has shed the cataracts that blind the spiritual eye and which 
form due to pride; Father Brown is able to perceive the sacramental presence of God 
within the world.  
 
4. The Link between Chesterton’s thinking on Wonder and Creation Theology 
 
We have now come to a point where I hope one can clearly perceive the sacramental 
thread of Chesterton's theology. Chesterton's sacramental notion of Creation belongs to 
a whole line of theologians who have begun their philosophy of being with the 'here and 
now', of the very 'isness' of Creation. As Nichols states, Chesterton was certain that 
Creation was a product of ‘divine’ intervention very early on, years before he converted 
to Catholicism: 
[...] Chesterton was convinced of metaphysical realism well before the religious 
development of his thought took off on its distinctive trajectory. Some years 
prior to his adoption of a doctrinally based Christianity he concluded that "where 
there is anything there is God," and sensed an organic link between the real and 
its source in divine Creativity.199  
      
Nichols argues that Chesterton’s 'metaphysical realism', the action of responding to his 
own existence and of all that is around him as a mysterious and wondrous surprise, was 
not abstract or reductionist, but instead a focus upon the ‘here and now’. Nichols insists 
that this metaphysical realism of Chesterton’s is not simply a kind of ‘commonsense 
epistemology’, but a fruit of the theology of Creation, because it ‘declares things to be 
                                                          
198 Chesterton, Father Brown, p. 96. 
199 Nichols, Theologian, p. 73. 
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intelligibly planned by the divine mind who called them “good”’.200 Having then 
explored Chesterton's understanding throughout his writings on the importance of 
wonder, we have come to the next stage of his theological thought: a desire to know the 
‘Cause’ of all being. Many have expounded upon the similarities between Chesterton's 
thought and that of St Thomas Aquinas. Chesterton began searching for the meaning of 
things by the same method as Aquinas, by using the senses and studying and exploring 
the effects around him. Chesterton himself was attracted to this saint, and naturally so, 
having shared such a similar line of logical thought on the philosophy of Creation. 
Speaking on the 'second step in the great argument about Ens or Being […]'201 in his 
biography St Thomas Aquinas, Chesterton agrees with the saint that if the world was 
without beginning or end, logically there still exists a need for a Creator: 
[…] there must be a Creator even if there is no Day of Creation. Looking at 
Being as it is now, as the baby looks at the grass, we see a second thing about it; 
in quite popular language, it looks secondary and dependent. Existence exists; 
but it is not sufficiently self-existent […] That is the meaning of that basic 
medieval phrase, "Everything that is moving is moved by another"; which, in the 
clear subtlety of St. Thomas, means inexpressibly more than the mere Deistic 
"somebody wound up the clock" with which it is probably often confounded. 
Anyone who thinks deeply will see that motion has about it an essential 
incompleteness, which approximates to something more complete.202 
 
Also likening Chesterton's Creation theology to that of St Aquinas in his essay 'The 
Riddles of God and the Solutions of Man: Chesterton's Metaphysics of Wonder', Mark 
Armitage writes on this stage; on the practice of wonder before Creation: 
Thomas Aquinas proclaims that all human beings are motivated by a natural 
desire to know. A sense of "wonder" results in a natural desire to "know the 
causes," and above all, to know the first cause, which is God […] Chesterton, 
like Aquinas, desires to "know the causes," and one might say that he desires to 
know the causes in much the same way as Aquinas does, in the sense that he 
shares Aquinas's twofold supposition that (on the one hand) God is supremely 
knowable while (on the other hand) the more we know the deeper the mystery 
                                                          
200 Nichols, Theologian, p. 57. 
201 Chesterton, Collected Works, Volume II: St Francis of Assisi, The Everlasting Man, St Thomas 
Aquinas, p. 533. 
202 Chesterton, Aquinas, pp. 533-534. 
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becomes.203 
 
The word 'mystery' used here should not arouse a sense of despair about the possibility 
of never fully knowing the meaning behind existence. Rather, using the case of Job as 
an example, Armitage argues that because the meaning of existence is fully 
comprehensible to God and only partially comprehensible to us, the deepening of the 
mystery should instil within us a sense of excitement of the fact that the complete 
picture of life is a lot greater than we are capable of seeing. Therefore, this resultant 
humility should create within us a sense of hope for what we may one day be gifted to 
understand.  
 
Examples of what one could term Chesterton’s metaphysics of wonder can be found in 
his biography of Robert Browning. It is a practice that involves really looking and 
taking in the actuality and wonder of existence; it means seeing ‘things’ as particular, 
unfamiliar or even grotesque. He thinks out his theology whilst he is writing and invites 
his readers along with him to accept the reality, the ‘isness’ of things. Once successfully 
imbued, this concept might lead us to ponder about the possibility and even probability 
of a ‘Cause’; which could ultimately lead to the acceptance of the concept of a Creator. 
As with St Aquinas, Chesterton argued from the existence of Creation to the existence 
of a ‘First Cause’: God. It is the traditional Thomistic approach of working from ‘effect 
to cause’; indeed for Chesterton, the fact of his own existence spoke of the ‘Cause’, of 
his Creator. The method of beginning with the fact of the very existence of ‘things’, 
their particularity and extraordinariness, is a practice he uses to help his readers focus 
anew upon those familiar things. Using his gift of communication through language and 
atmosphere, the writer’s style and indeed his intention is to invite his readers to share 
                                                          
203 Mark Armitage, 'The Riddles of God and the Solutions of Man: Chesterton's Metaphysics of Wonder', 
in The Chesterton Review, Vol. XXVII, No. 4 (New Jersey: Seton Hall University, November 2001), pp. 
457-469 (p. 457). 
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the road of discovery in his developing theology, like two detectives and aid them in 
becoming more knowledgeable about the ‘First Cause’, to come a little closer to an 
understanding of the Creator of the world and of themselves, and for what they are 
ultimately destined. In this fashion, Chesterton describes how Browning's optimism 
which was founded on life – the work of God – ‘[…] was to be found in the faces in the 
street'.204 Chesterton explains that Browning believed ‘that to every man that ever lived 
upon this earth had been given a definite and peculiar confidence of God. Each one of 
us was engaged on secret service […]’.205 It is the idea that each of us carries within our 
being messages about God and the meaning of existence. As in a detective story, 
Chesterton argues how Browning believed that each person through history carries a 
clue about their Creator: 
To [Browning] they were all the masks of a deity, the heads of a hundred-headed 
Indian god of nature. Each one of them looked towards some quarter of the 
heavens, not looked upon by any other eyes. Each one of them wore some 
expression, some blend of eternal joy and eternal sorrow […] each one of us was 
the founder of a religion. Of that religion our thoughts, our faces, our bodies, our 
hats, our boots, our tastes, our virtues, even our vices, were more or less 
fragmentary and inadequate expressions.206 
 
Like Browning, Chesterton contends that the material Creation around us, including our 
fellow man, is constantly emitting 'proofs' of the existence of God. An example of this 
contention can be found in the following poem, 'Voices':207 
The axe falls on the wood in thuds, "God, God." 
 The cry of the rook, "God," answers it, 
 The crack of the fire on the hearth, the voice of the brook, say the 
   same name; 
 All things, dog, cat, fiddle, baby, 
 Wind, breaker, sea, thunderclap 
 Repeat in a thousand languages –  
                   God. 
 
Once again, in order to make clear that God is literally and sacramentally everywhere – 
                                                          
204 Chesterton, Browning, p. 186. 
205 Chesterton, Browning, p. 187. 
206 Chesterton, Browning, pp. 186-7. 
207 Chesterton, Poetry, Part I, p. 97.  
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being the Creator of all – in the above poem Chesterton plays on the reader's sense of 
sound. The staccato rhythm of the poem is explicitly dramatic, and therefore awakens 
the reader from the slumber of familiarity, successfully arousing the senses. 'Voices' is 
also a further example of Chesterton's focus on the very 'isness' of being, of the very 
'act' of Creation in which ‘no’ ‘thing’ becomes ‘something’, for one is reminded here of 
the image and sound of 'all things', of the 'axe', the 'rook', of the 'crack of the fire on the 
hearth as springing out from the divine ‘Source' of being.  
 
Furthermore, like Browning's 'faces of the street' which all carry a clue about their 
Creator, the different voices of Creation in this poem all say something different about 
the nature of God. The fact that God can be so many things, also reminds the reader, as 
mentioned earlier, of the mystery of God which although only partially comprehended 
by man, has still the ability to instil a greater sense of wonder. The feeling of being 
surrounded by God, and all His Creation exclaiming this fact to us which the poem 
'Voices' creates, contributes to Chesterton's sacramental vision of Creation. Less overt 
about God, but still speaking of the sacramentality of God’s presence within Creation is 
Chesterton's poem 'Apocalypse’ (written 1895-98):208 
In seas and stones and painful lore of weeds 
 In twisted runes of all things made that are 
 I gained a knowledge wilder than the creeds 
 The mightiest message trusted to a star. 
 
There is a more mysterious tone to this poem. There is a sense of being teased, 
suggested by the repetition of the letter 's' creating 'schhhhhing' sounds of whispering. 
Such sounds of whispering create images of God playing hide and seek with His 
presence within Creation. However, the last two lines of this stanza, although still 
suggesting a sense of secrecy, suddenly become dramatic with the repeated use of 'm' in 
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mightiest message', which is as if an echo from the ‘m’ of ‘made’ is created in the 
second line. One senses this is done in order to emphasise the paradox of the powerful 
force which lies quietly and sometimes hidden within its Creation. And again 
Chesterton reminds the reader of the honour and gratitude one should have for that 
Source which entrusts His presence and meaning of all to the world, which is but one 
'star' amidst thousands hanging in a bottomless abyss. The paradox of the 'mightiest 
message' of God showing Himself in 'Unsealing glory as a sevenfold sun / Tongued 
with seven thunders that adore or damn', and yet, at the same time, quietly whispering 
His secret, is continued in the closing lines of the poem: 
 I gained it: Tell it not to anyone 
 I say the secret in your ear: I am. 
 
Unlike 'Voices' in which we are presented with a loud, dramatic sound of the presence 
of Creation which clearly speaks of God as the Source of all, 'Apocalypse' is a lot more 
subdued in coming forth with the truth. However, such a mysterious tone and image of 
being whispered secretively of God in ones ear, intrigues the reader even more and 
enhances a sense of magic and excitement about God's sacramental presence in all 
things, and the message He desires to convey. 
 
In these poems Chesterton is expounding a theological doctrine of Creation and of the 
presence of God in the world, expressed not so much in doctrinal propositions but in  
the form of verse, with a succession of striking (even paradoxical) contrasting images. 
This is a typical feature of his theological and literary methods. It is not that his 
theological ideas are separate from these images or that the images are merely 
dispensable ornamentation for abstract theological notions or doctrines; the images and 
the narrative are confluent, both are the substance of Chesterton’s theology. The 
language, the images and the atmospheric aura are not mere ornament, rather they are 
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created for, and by the developing, theology; and herein shows where another part of 
Chesterton’s originality lies. There is a sense of immediacy in this writer’s form of 
theological communication; it is not a form of isolated logic beating a path to a final 
deduction that one needs to go away and reflect upon. Rather, there is an instantaneous 
effect upon the reader, it is affective, being an intimate communication involving a 
triggering of emotion and intuition; it is a personal effect.  
 
5. Conclusion 
This chapter has attempted to show Chesterton’s development of a sacramental vision; a 
vision which has its beginnings in the earliest years of his life. His early childhood’s 
innate sense of awe and wonder at ‘things’ developed as he matured into a sense of 
immanence and eventual elation at his very existence. Throughout his life he would 
continue to defend what his senses had rather subtly conveyed to him: that he exists, 
that all things exist around him, that it is all quite extraordinary, and that it might have 
been otherwise; and ultimately, that there is Someone to thank. 
 
The evolving theology here, which is a theology of Creation, is both original and 
interesting. It is original because it has not been taken from other theologians or from 
‘The Book of Genesis’, but it has its origins in Chesterton’s own experience of wonder 
and gratitude faced with the fact of Creation. Chesterton’s contemplation of the world 
around him from childhood and throughout his adult life, gave rise to his theology of 
Creation. Furthermore, Chesterton’s belief in God which had at its root awe and wonder 
at all Creation, links him to the philosophers and theologians of the Christian tradition 
who have formed knowledge of God by using the strategy of starting from ‘effect to 
Cause’. For the movement from the world to its Creator in Chesterton’s theology is not 
so much developed from logical argument as with St Thomas Aquinas (to whom 
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Chesterton is most likened), but much more one developed through mind and heart. It is 
inspired and formulated by his own particular way of contemplating and seeing the 
world, which he lays out in several genres of writing using powerful stories and poems 
infused with striking images.  
 
It is important to emphasise that Chesterton’s notable rhetoric and unusual literary style 
are not mere window dressing, entertainment or showing off, as previously noted some 
critics have suggested, but are integral to both the content of his theology of Creation 
and his theological method. Nor are the images and ingenious narratives means by 
which he expresses his theology, ornamentation or mere elaboration of more abstract 
ideas, but are in fact themselves the actual content of Chesterton’s theology. It is argued 
here that narratives or poems which link together a series of images and the incumbent 
atmospheres are themselves an original method by which Chesterton expresses and 
develops his theology.  
 
The originality of Chesterton’s theology in part has its origin, as shown here, in 
Chesterton’s own experience. However, there is also originality in the means by which 
he conveys that theology, a theology which by its nature is difficult to deduce through 
the process of logical deduction alone.    
 
The theology of Creation as laid out by Chesterton provides an essential element to a 
coherent theological foundation for Chesterton’s concept of holiness in everyday life, in 
that it offers an approach to understanding and responding to the Christian doctrine of 
Creation and of the presence of God in the created world, affectively as well as 
intellectually. In Christianity, affective as well as intellectual responses to the mystery 
of God, wherever that mystery is revealed, have always been seen as integral 
components of a life of holiness, following the New Testament commandment to love 
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both God and neighbour.   
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Chapter 4: Chesterton and the Incarnation 
 
 
1. Chesterton and Paradox 
Through the use of paradox Chesterton conveys the doctrinal mysteries of Christianity. 
As Aidan Nichols confirms: ‘Chesterton places the chief Christological mysteries – the 
Incarnation and the Atonement1 – in a mould of paradox which reflects its character.’2 
One of the main doctrinal paradoxes upon which Chesterton wrote profusely, was the 
way in which God chose to become incarnate: of how the God who had created Heaven 
and Earth, entered His own Creation as a vulnerable and helpless baby:  
A mass of legend and literature, which increases and will never end, has 
repeated and rung the changes on that single paradox; that the hands that had 
made the sun and stars were too small to reach the huge heads of the cattle.3 
 
In this chapter I shall be highlighting the central paradox of Christ: the Son of God 
coming into the material world as man therefore sanctifying it. I shall discuss the 
ordinary way He came into the world and show how, according to Chesterton, this event 
will help his readers to see Christianity with fresh eyes, but will in turn encourage every 
Christian to see that the attainment of holiness is more achievable in the ordinary day-
to-day. The importance or otherwise of Chesterton’s use of paradox as a technique for 
explaining meaning in existence has been discussed in the ‘Literature Review’. It is 
important to point out at this stage that Chesterton did not make paradoxes, but rather 
these paradoxes already existed. It was also noted in that chapter that Chesterton’s use 
                                                          
1 I shall be examining Chesterton’s understanding of the doctrine of Atonement in Chapter 5. 
2 Nichols, Theologian, p. 99. 
3 Chesterton, Collected Works, Volume II: The Everlasting Man, p. 301. This paradoxical idea of Christ 
being both God the Creator of the universe and a human baby will be looked at in greater depth a little 
later within this chapter in relation to the theme of the lowly God under the subheading: ‘Glory to God in 
the Lowest – A Religion of Little Things.’  
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of paradox carries humour at times – as so much of his writing does – which these 
critics argue suggests flippancy.  
 
This thesis strongly contends that Chesterton wittingly takes full advantage of the way 
paradox can convey heavy and complex doctrinal truths by subtly winking at us. He was 
well aware from a young age that truths about existence could not be deduced by mere 
logic: ‘Life […] is a trap for logicians. It looks just a little more mathematical and 
regular than it is; its exactitude is obvious, but its inexactitude is hidden.’4 As we 
apparently advance and believe we understand a truth, so another paradox becomes 
evident; we seem forever going forward and yet back to the beginnings. Chesterton 
points us to paradox because it perhaps provides the real possibility of an answer to 
these mysteries. However, it may not provide answers in the strict sense that the 
logician expects to find, but satisfaction provided by deeper human intuition. It would 
be unwise to try to explain paradox, and as Henri de Lubac states, it would likely be an 
explanation ‘which would debase the truth and deprive it of its “heroism”’.5 Therefore, 
paradoxes remarkably do not contradict logic ‘whose laws remain inviolable; but they 
escape its domain. They are the for fed by the against, the against going so far as to 
identify itself with the for; each of them moving into the other, without letting itself be 
abolished by it and continuing to oppose the other, but so as to give it vigor’.6 It is the 
existence of this ‘vigor’ inherent in paradox that so excites Chesterton, and which 
excitement he wishes to convey to his readers. Chesterton was well aware of its power: 
that ‘Paradox has more charm than dialectics; it is also more realist and more modest, 
less tense and less hurried […]’.7 Chesterton appears to have instinctively felt that many 
                                                          
4 Chesterton, Orthodoxy, p. 285. 
5 De Lubac, Paradoxes, p. 11. 
6 De Lubac, Paradoxes, p. 12. 
7 De Lubac, Paradoxes, p. 9. See also Yves Denis’ G.K. Chesterton: Paradoxe et Catholicisme (Paris: 
Belles Lettres, 1978).  
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complex theological doctrines are elusive and are best to be broken into through 
paradox, because once we feel we have hold of it, it seems to slip away as quickly. And 
it is a question, at least, whether all substantial doctrine must not of necessity take a 
paradoxical form.  
 
 
2. Chesterton’s Understanding of the Incarnation 
 
Before delving in to an in-depth study on the themes which arise from Chesterton’s 
thoughts on the Incarnation of Christ, and the connection of these themes with 
Chesterton’s perception of holiness in the everyday, it is important first of all to lay out 
a summary of his basic understanding of the Incarnation. In the third chapter it was 
argued that Chesterton believed the world to be initially good because he perceived it to 
be a gift from the Creator. In this chapter I will be revealing how Chesterton’s 
Christology, his theology of the Incarnation of Christ into the human condition, 
reinforces the belief that people are holy, first (as studied in Chapter 3) because of being 
created by God, and secondly, as a result of being blessed by the Word becoming Flesh.  
 
There are various places in which one can find an example of Chesterton’s theology of 
the Incarnation. It is in The Everlasting Man (published in 1929, seven years after his 
conversion to the Catholic Church) that Chesterton explores fully the Incarnation of 
Christ. However, Chesterton was exploring the theme of the Incarnation long before his 
conversion in 1922, at aged 58. As Dermot Quinn asserts, Chesterton’s ‘interest and 
even belief in Christianity came much earlier’8 than his conversion to the Catholic 
Church, and ‘this is documented in the private notebook he started keeping from the age 
                                                          
8 Dermot Quinn, ‘G.K. Chesterton and Malcom Muggeridge: A Balance of Opposites’, in The Chesterton 
Review, Vol. XXXV, Nos. 3 & 4 (New Jersey: Seton Hall University, Winter 2009), pp. 577-599 (p. 591). 
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of twenty (in 1894)’.9 Furthermore, Quinn adds to this documented proof, the general 
assumption that was held by Chesterton’s own contemporaries at the time of his 
conversion: ‘Many people presumed that Chesterton was already a Catholic when his 
reception into the Church was announced in 1922. It was not a surprise’.10 
 
In 1908 Chesterton had published his book Orthodoxy and it was this particular year 
which marked, as William Oddie confirms, Chesterton’s entry into a firmer belief in 
Christian orthodoxy, claiming that with the appearance of Orthodoxy ‘we have the sense 
of an arrival, of the attainment of an equilibrium newly won but now permanent: now, 
his Christianity is defined clearly as being a systematic body of belief held by a 
historical community of faith’.11 It is in Orthodoxy that Chesterton emphasises the 
importance of developing a correct understanding of the Incarnation of Christ. For 
Chesterton, Christ was not half-man and half-God, but divine and human: 
For orthodox theology has specially insisted that Christ was not a being apart 
from God and man, like an elf, nor yet a being half human and half not, like a 
centaur, but both things at once and both things thoroughly, very man and very 
God.12 
 
Similarly, in a post-conversion work – The Thing – Chesterton writes: ‘Christ, as 
conceived by the Catholic Church, is himself a complex and a combination, not of two 
unreal things, but of two real ones.’13 And in Christendom in Dublin he states that the 
double nature of Christ was ‘the essential paradox of the Incarnation.’14 In The 
Everlasting Man Chesterton highlights how the Incarnation of God into the material 
world is ‘quite unlike anything else.’15 For Chesterton, it is the crucial event, a piece of 
                                                          
9 Quinn, ‘Balance of Opposites’, p. 591. 
10 Quinn, ‘Balance of Opposites’, p. 591. 
11 Oddie, Romance of Orthodoxy, p. 8.  
12 Chesterton, Orthodoxy, p. 296. 
13 Chesterton, Collected Works, Volume. III: The Catholic Church and Conversion, The Thing: Why I Am 
a Catholic, The Well and the Shallows, The Way of the Cross – and others (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 
1990), p. 303. 
14 Chesterton, Collected Works, Volume XX: Christendom in Dublin, p. 76. 
15 Chesterton, The Everlasting Man, p. 398. 
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good news, but it is good news which seems ‘too good to be true. It is nothing less than 
the loud assertion that this mysterious maker of the world has visited his world in 
person.’16 Seeming still astonished about such good news, and what he states here as 
even ‘recent’ news, Chesterton insists on emphasising that it is, for him, nothing other 
than a miraculous event: that ‘this original invisible being […] the Man Who Made the 
World’17 and the figure about which thinkers make theories, and mythologists hand 
down myths, actually entered into ‘history’;18 had entered into the material world. But 
the orthodox teaching that this very ‘Creator’ came into the world, participating and 
intermingling in what are considered to be the very ordinary occurrences and activities 
of everyday life, is for Chesterton, a true doctrine and the distinctive mark of 
Christianity and hence of Christian ideas of holiness: 
But that the Creator was present at scenes a little subsequent to the supper-
parties of Horace, and talked with tax-collectors and government officials in the 
detailed daily life of the Roman Empire, and that this fact continued to be firmly 
asserted by the whole of that great civilisation for more than a thousand years – 
that is something utterly unlike anything else in nature.19  
 
 
2.1 Christ as Man: An Early Perception 
 
In his early years, however, Chesterton’s perception of Christ was quite different from 
how it later developed, particularly his understanding of the divine nature of Christ. 
From studying the early poetry and the notebooks written by Chesterton as a young man 
(in the 1890s), one is able to detect the influence of a Unitarian upbringing in his 
perception of ‘Christ’. Although he held a Unitarian belief that Christ was not the Son 
of God and so therefore not divine, Chesterton at this particular period of his life 
                                                          
16 Chesterton, Everlasting, p. 398. 
17 Chesterton, Everlasting, pp. 398-9. 
18 Chesterton, Everlasting, p. 399. 
19 Chesterton, Everlasting, p. 399. 
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remained fascinated with the heroic figure of Christ, as William Oddie remarks in his 
recent biography: ‘What is important to note is how, at the beginning of this period, he 
sees Christ: not as the divine Son of God, but as the perfection and epitome of 
Mankind.’20 Likewise, Maisie Ward argues how: ‘In places in these notes [Chesterton] 
regards Him certainly only as Man – but even then as The Man, the Only Man in whom 
the colossal scale, the immense possibilities, of human nature could be dreamed of as 
fulfilled.’21 One can detect this high opinion Chesterton held for Christ in his poem 'The 
Crucified' written in his very early twenties: 
 On a naked slope of a poor province 
 A Roman soldier stood staring at a gibbet, 
 Then he said, "Surely this was a righteous man," 
 And a new chapter of history opened, 
 Having that for its motto.22  
 
In the second part of The Everlasting Man, ‘On the Man Called Christ’, the now 
Catholic Chesterton reflects on what was the more popular understanding of Christ 
when he was a boy: 
In my youth it was the fashion to say that he was merely an ethical teacher in the 
manner of the Essenes, who had apparently nothing very much to say that Hillel 
or a hundred other Jews might not have said; as that it is a kindly thing to be 
kind and an assistance to purification to be pure. Then somebody said he was a 
madman with a Messianic delusion.23  
 
Surrounded by such views, and at times an almost dismissive regard for the figure of 
Christ, it is interesting to discover how Chesterton’s fascination with Christ appears not 
to diminish. In fact, as Aidan Nichols points out, during the closing years of the 
nineteenth century Chesterton was to express multitudinous thoughts (found mainly in 
his early poetry and within the notebooks) on the strong possibility of there being a 
warm and personal Creator of the world, as well as a seemingly strong development in a 
                                                          
20 Oddie, Romance of Orthodoxy, p. 145. 
21 Ward, Chesterton, p. 62. 
22 Chesterton, Poetry, Part I, p. 32. 
23 Chesterton, Everlasting, p. 328. 
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sense of gratitude towards a Giver; and all this was accompanied by a deep 
contemplation of the figure of Christ. Chesterton was fast developing: 
[…] an increasing sympathy with Christian theism. Such theism was as yet 
doctrinally unformulated. Its starting-point was what Chesterton registered as a 
need to give thanks for membership in the cosmos [...] His theism included 
admiration for the Jesus of the Gospels.24   
 
Chesterton’s movement towards an orthodox belief in the divinity of Christ can be 
illustrated by examples from his writing from different periods of his life. Chesterton’s 
regard for Christ as simply man and not divine began to change around the mid-1890s 
in his late teens, early twenties.25 It is mostly in the poetry of this particular period that 
one begins to detect this change. Reflecting upon the message of Christmas Chesterton 
writes a poem, giving it the name ‘Xmas Day’ (written 1894-97): 
 Good news: but if you ask me what it is, I know not; 
It is a track of feet in the snow, 
 It is a lantern showing a path, 
 It is a door set open.26 
 
The image that immediately springs to mind after reading this poem is Holman Hunt’s 
painting ‘Light of the World’ (1854) – which would have been well known to 
Chesterton – wherein Christ stands in the dark, providing light and knocking at a door. 
What both Hunt and Chesterton seem to have in mind here are the Scriptural words 
from Revelation 3:20: ‘Behold, I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice 
and opens the door, I will come in to him and eat with him, and he with me.’ And 
perhaps the words from John 8:12: ‘When Jesus spoke to the people again, he said: “I 
am the light of the world; anyone who follows me will not be walking in the dark, but 
will have the light of life.”’ Whether or not Chesterton was referring to this particular 
painting, the important point to note here is the fact that Christ is no longer seen by 
                                                          
24 Nichols, Theologian, p. 10.  
25 These changes in Chesterton’s beliefs about Christ seem to coincide with his emergence from a dark 
period at the Slade, as discussed in Chapter 3.  
26 Chesterton, Poetry, Part I, p. 104.  
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Chesterton as a straightforward ethical figure, or simply as ‘the epitome of man’, but 
rather, as a mysterious but benevolent figure who came to help the soul of man and 
show us the way ‘home’ to God. One could say at this point that Chesterton is at the 
same stage as the disciples were (except for Simon Peter) when Jesus asks: ‘“Who do 
people say I am?” They replied, “Some say John the Baptist; others say Elijah; and still 
others, one of the prophets.”’27 
 
Collecting together the different images, symbols and teachings of Christ which he had 
absorbed during his early years, Chesterton was now attempting to discover who Christ 
really is. Further evidence of Christological development can be found in his poem ‘A 
Benediction’28 (written in the early 1890s). Here one is presented with an insight into 
the early signs of the young Chesterton’s awe and wonder and growing belief in the 
Incarnation of God: 
 Hush: is it True, the old wild whisper blown, 
     Are earth and heaven and one mighty man: then I 
 Lift up my head in starry blasphemy 
        And bless him on his everlasting throne.29   
 
However it is the nativity30 with which Chesterton seems to show particular fascination 
at this time, and therefore another example of this growing belief in the Incarnation is 
his poem on the birth of Christ entitled ‘The Nativity’ (written in 1897).31 After reading 
this poem it could be surmised, particularly from stanzas four, five and six, that the birth 
of Jesus was of utmost importance to Chesterton. It seems clear that he now believed in 
the historical event of God Himself coming into the world in order to redeem mankind 
from sin and offer the opportunity of new life: 
                                                          
27 Mark 8:27-29. 
28 Chesterton, Poetry, Part I, p. 120. 
29 Chesterton, Poetry, Part I, p. 122. 
30 Chesterton wrote a large number of poems on the nativity of Christ, I will only use those here which are 
relevant to my argument, the others I will use later on in this chapter in relation to other themes which 
will be examined.  
31 Chesterton, Poetry, Part I, pp. 146-8. I shall be returning to this poem later in this chapter. 
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 Still the Babe of an hour is a master, 
 Whom angels adorn, 
 Emmanuel, Prophet, Anointed – 
  A child is born. 
On charting Chesterton’s journey towards orthodox Christology, this is the crucial 
stanza of this particular poem, especially in the fact that ‘Emmanuel’ means ‘God with 
us’ and was traditionally cited in theology to support the doctrine of the divinity of 
Christ.  
 
 
2.2 The Consequences of God becoming Man 
 
At this stage of Chesterton’s theological development of thought, one of the main 
consequences of God becoming Man for him was that all things now began to make the 
writer think of Christ; and that for him was a sign of divinity. Evidence of this can be 
found particularly in his poem ‘Parables’ (written 1894-97).32 According to Chesterton, 
not only the child, but all created things, no matter how seemingly ordinary are filled 
with divine life: 
 There was a man who dwelt in the east centuries ago, 
 And now I cannot look at a sheep or a sparrow, 
 A lily or a cornfield, a raven or a sunset, 
 A vineyard or a mountain, without thinking of him; 
 If this be not to be divine, what is it? 
 
It is after writing this particular poem that Oddie argues how Chesterton had now: 
[…] moved beyond the Unitarian view by which he had thus far been so heavily 
influenced […] Like most of the verses in The Notebook, this one, entitled ‘Parables’, is 
brief; but it is as powerful as any he ever wrote […] For Stopford Brooke, the divinity 
of Christ was a major strategic polemical target. The last line of ‘Parables’ thus 
represents for Chesterton a real departure from a way of thinking that in one way or 
another had formed the background of his life for much of his childhood and had 
become central to his religious presuppositions during his adolescence and then his 
early manhood.33  
 
                                                          
32 Chesterton, Poetry, Part I, p. 66. 
33 Oddie, Romance of Orthodoxy, pp. 155-156. 
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The use of vivid imagery to illustrate how Christ sanctified all life and thus heightens 
the image of divinity in all things is found in his poem ‘A Word’34 (written in the early 
1900s). Chesterton paints the scene of ‘A word’ coming ‘forth in Galilee, a word like to 
a star’ which ‘climbed and rang and blessed and burnt wherever brave / hearts are.’ 
Although one understands the ‘Word’ to be the Son of God in this poem, Chesterton 
seems to be painting the picture of the ‘Word’ as the Spirit of God, as the grace of God 
which sanctifies life. This is a radical departure from the traditional teaching; 
Chesterton obviously sees Christ coming into the world from the other way up, and it 
provokes contemplation; it is a trigger. Instead of suggesting that the ‘Word’ entered 
into everything, Chesterton portrays it as being an object into which all things entered. 
The image Chesterton conjures up in the reader’s mind here is of the ‘Word’ being 
depicted as a kind of mirror; a mirror through which all things pass from the fallen 
world into another entity: 
The wedge’s dart passed into it, the groan of timber wains, 
 The ringing of the river nails, the shrieking of the planes; 
 The hammering on the roofs at morn, the busy workshop roar; 
 The hiss of shavings drifted deep along the windy floor; 
 The heat browned toiler’s crooning song, the hum of human 
   worth 
 Mingled of all the noise of crafts, the ringing word went forth.35 
 
An unusual atmosphere surrounds this poem and is central to the way in which it works 
upon the reader. Chesterton is stirring some deep intuition within the reader once again. 
He is almost nudging our subconscious. The atmosphere is built up alongside the 
simple, almost mundane images. The reader may recognise here that Chesterton is 
painting the picture of Christ as an ordinary man working as a carpenter, but that in the 
ordinariness of his own everyday duties Christ – the ‘Word’ – was sanctifying the very 
things with which He worked and touched. Even the ‘nails’ and the ‘shavings’ of the 
                                                          
34 Chesterton, Poetry, Part I, p. 100.  
35 Chesterton, Poetry, Part I, p 100. 
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workshop floor and the sound of a human voice singing becomes, according to 
Chesterton, a part of the ‘Word’, a part of God. The poem proceeds after this excerpt to 
illustrate how all of the duties Christ carried out, and all of the places He went, entered 
into Him. This is effectively atmospheric, otherwise it would not work. 
The poem plays on the multiple meanings of ‘peace’ in the New Testament: in 
particular, the reconciliation of God and humanity and of the coming of the ‘Word’ into 
the world, opening up the possibility of healing and cessation of conflict between 
human beings, states, nations; of the possibility of an end to war and violence: 
 Through kingdoms dead and empires damned, through 
     changes without cease, 
 With earthquake, chaos, born and fed, rose, – and the word 
     was “Peace.”36 
 
The first words spoken from Heaven in Scripture after the birth of Christ include ‘and 
on earth peace’,37 this is possible because the ‘Word became flesh and dwelt among 
us’,38 which Chesterton takes to mean that the whole of human life had been taken up in 
the Word becoming Man and, as the New Testament also states, by ‘making peace by 
the blood of his cross’.39 Equally important here is the way in which Chesterton again 
chooses to express this theology: by battering the hearer’s ear with a string of cascading 
images expressing suffering, toil, violence (even earthquake and chaos) on a huge scale 
in a regular, dramatic drumbeat rhythm; and then contrasting all this clamour, confusion 
and conflict with the simple word ‘Peace’. This illustrates again the characteristic 
feature of Chesterton’s theology: that the form is inseparable from the content, and that 
both are used to work on the mind and heart of the readers to persuade them of its truth. 
For the overwhelming atmosphere created is one of the hopelessness of human 
existence, both in the world around him and in his own death and damnation; but once 
                                                          
36 Chesterton, Poetry, Part I, p. 101. 
37 Luke 2:14. 
38 John 1:14. 
39 Colossians 1:20. 
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again a tiny chink of light is allowed into this hugely depressing atmosphere with just 
one word, and the characteristically ingenious juxtaposition: the ‘word’ is of course 
‘Peace’. This is a wonderfully quietening word to the troubled mind due to the aura 
summoned; but this alone would not be enough to quieten the unsettling images put 
before the reader, were it not for the mystical connection – which is the energiser to 
produce that chink of light – the ‘Word’. Furthermore, the significance of this poem in 
relation to this thesis on Chesterton’s concept of holiness in the everyday, is perhaps the 
teaching of accepting and trying to live out that gift of peace (in all its many senses) 
brought about by the Incarnation of Christ in all one does.  
 
 
3. ‘Glory to God in the Lowest’:40 ‘A Religion of Little Things’ 
 
One of the most fascinating features about the Incarnation of Christ for Chesterton, is 
the paradoxical coming of God into the material world as a child. In The Everlasting 
Man Chesterton implies that this is a most unlikely story and an apparent joke: a ‘jest’. 
However, it is only a ‘jest’ for the ‘scientific critic’ who ‘cannot see’ the truth that exists 
within the paradox:  
[The scientific critic] laboriously explains the difficulty which we have always 
defiantly and almost derisively exaggerated; and mildly condemns as 
improbable something that we have almost madly exalted as incredible; as 
something that would be much too good to be true, except that it is true.41  
 
Chesterton goes on here to explain that since the contrast between the ‘cosmic creation’ 
and the ‘little local infancy’ has in history been ‘repeated, reiterated, underlined, 
emphasised, exulted in, sung, shouted, roared’,42 there is therefore no need for these 
                                                          
40 Taken from Chesterton’s poem ‘Gloria in Profundis’ which will be looked at shortly.  
41 Chesterton, Everlasting, p. 301. 
42 Chesterton, Everlasting, p. 301. 
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‘higher’ critics to point out to the Christian that there is something ‘a little odd’43 about 
the coming of Christ as a poor child. According to Chesterton such ‘critics’ perceive the 
Christmas story as ‘odd’ because they believed the world as not good or fit enough for 
divinity, for sanctity to enter. It is so strange and unusual a story about a hero that no 
other tale, historical event or pagan legend can affect us and make such a ‘peculiar and 
even poignant impression’44 on us than that of the story of the Christ-child in 
Bethlehem. And the reason for this, according to Chesterton, is simply because the birth 
of the baby Jesus does not automatically or instinctively conjure up in our minds images 
of greatness and hero-worship. The story of Bethlehem ‘does not exactly work 
outwards, adventurously, to the wonders to be found at the ends of the earth.’45 Rather, 
Chesterton argues that it is something that surprises us ‘like that which can sometimes 
take us off our guard in the pathos of small objects or the blind pieties of the poor.’46 
God’s coming into the world carried higher expectations than the birth of a poor and 
homeless child. As Sr Virginia points out in G.K. Chesterton’s Evangel:         
The expectation of Israel was fulfilled, only the dream came true in a wholly 
unexpected manner, not at all in keeping with the Jewish contemplation of a 
temporal kingdom and king in purple and gold. There are still people, as we 
know, who find difficulty in envisaging this King in poverty, humiliation and 
loneliness.47 
 
Thus, it was to be expected that this grand Being who had made the Heavens and the 
Earth – the almighty Creator – would surely be something so magnificent, so 
phenomenal that such an amazing spectacle would be almost impossible for the human 
eye to behold in its full glory. But for Chesterton, here lies what he names as the 
                                                          
43 Chesterton, Everlasting, p. 302. 
44 Chesterton, Everlasting, p. 316. 
45 Chesterton, Everlasting, p. 316. 
46 Chesterton, Everlasting, p. 316. 
47 Virginia, Evangel, p. 142. 
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‘revolution’48 of the Incarnation: that the worldly definition and understanding of what 
is considered to be magnificent, was to undergo a complete transformation: 
It might be suggested, in a somewhat violent image, that nothing had happened 
in that fold or crack in the great grey hills except that the whole universe had 
been turned inside out. I mean that all the eyes of wonder and worship which 
had been turned outwards to the largest thing were now turned inward to the 
smallest.49  
 
What Chesterton is arguing here is that what were once regarded by the world as the 
‘largest things’, the things which people believed as containing most value – material 
wealth, worldly power, high-status, physical beauty – had become with the coming of 
God as a poor child, valueless and no longer important. Rather, those things which 
people had once regarded as the ‘smaller’ things of life – the unimportant, the 
seemingly mundane and the ordinary – were now taught as the things which contain 
true value, for it was through such things that God reveals Himself to the world. As 
Chesterton suggests: ‘God who had been only a circumference was seen as a centre; and 
a centre is infinitely small [...] The faith becomes, in more ways than one, a religion of 
little things.’50  
 
This is one of the paradoxes at the heart of Christianity: that the all-powerful Creator of 
Heaven and Earth becomes a tiny, totally dependent human baby, powerless to look 
after Himself. The religion of Christianity, according to Chesterton then, is a religion 
based upon humility and the lowliness of the self. Because of that little scene in 
Bethlehem, Chesterton conveys that the Christian God signifies happiness and 
fulfilment to be found not in the pride of self-importance, worldly success and power 
over others, but in becoming little – in the sense of becoming humble – and considering 
oneself to be the least of one’s neighbours. The poem ‘A Hymn for the Church 
                                                          
48 Chesterton, Everlasting, p. 305. 
49 Chesterton, Everlasting, pp. 303-304. 
50 Chesterton, Everlasting, p. 304. 
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Militant’51 (written 1905-14) is a further example of how Chesterton writes upon the 
need for sinful humanity to be taken down from the heights of self-importance and pride 
and learn from the humble nature of Christ; using a prayerful tone, Chesterton expresses 
a plea to God to grant His people the gift of His own humility: 
 Great God, that bowest sky and star, 
     Bow down our towering thoughts to thee, 
 And grant us in a faltering war 
     The firm feet of humility. 
  
One should recognise in this poem Chesterton’s exploration again of the paradox and 
revolution of the Incarnation. Chesterton is asking the reader to throw off their lofty 
pride and ‘Bow down’ to ‘The Child that played with moon and sun’ and who is 
poignantly ‘playing with a little hay’.52 Because God had become small, Chesterton 
enhances the teaching of Christ’s humility by portraying the image of a world being 
turned upside down, making even the things thought to be unreachable and mighty –
such as the ‘sky’ and ‘stars’ – as brought down and humbled, because the God who 
made them, had become smaller than them.  
 
Littleness and lowliness take on a whole new meaning, paradoxically becoming the 
largest and the highest things, simply because these are the attributes and make-up of 
the Creator. Heaven, therefore, is no longer to be found above and out of reach; and as 
Chesterton explains in The Everlasting Man, ‘though men are said to have looked for 
hell under the earth, in this case it is rather heaven that is under the earth.’53 For 
Chesterton, the greatest value of Heaven which was found at Bethlehem and remained 
with Christ throughout His entire life on earth, was the virtue of humility. As 
Christopher Hollis also notes in his work The Mind of Chesterton: ‘The important point 
is that to Chesterton pride – the sin of Lucifer – was the arch-sin, and humility – the 
                                                          
51 Chesterton, Poetry, Part I, p. 141.    
52 Chesterton, ‘The Wise Men’, in Poetry, Part I, p. 187. 
53 Chesterton, Everlasting, p. 313. 
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virtue of Christ – was the arch-virtue […] The one original virtue which Christianity 
brought into the world – the virtue that had never previously been suspected as a virtue 
– was humility.’54   
 
Chesterton does suggest that such a revolutionary change in peoples’ perception of God, 
however, ‘was in a sense the difficulty of a new dimension’.55 He argues that perhaps 
the event in Bethlehem would have been a little easier to come to terms with if Christ 
had been born on ‘the level of the world’ among those who, being in the public eye, 
could more easily make Christ known to the world, more so than the poor and ignored  
of society. Chesterton points out that Christianity would have been widely and readily 
accepted, had God arrived in resplendent glory and with mighty power that was clearly 
visible; a point made often throughout history. Chesterton is teaching that God came 
into the world truly as Himself, complete with an apparently embarrassing humility, 
almost offensive to fallen human witness. God came into Creation and enters a place 
that was even ‘lower’ than the world: ‘The first act of the divine drama was enacted, not 
only on no stage set up above the sight-seer, but on a dark and curtained stage sunken 
out of sight’,56 for Christ was born in a cave, a ‘glory in the darkness that was under the 
hills.’57 The message here which is repeated by Chesterton and of relevance to this 
thesis, is that the values of the material world (and perhaps values which are considered 
by the world to be virtues) are to be reversed, turned upside down, so that ordinariness 
becomes highly valued. 
 
This paradoxical vision of the ‘glory in the darkness’ can also be found in a poem 
Chesterton wrote a few years before The Everlasting Man and which he entitled ‘Gloria 
                                                          
54 Christopher Hollis, The Mind of Chesterton (London: Hollis & Carter Ltd., 1970), pp. 273-4. 
55 Chesterton, Everlasting, p. 305. 
56 Chesterton, Everlasting, p. 305.  
57 Chesterton, Everlasting, p. 305. 
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in Profundis’58 (written in 1920). In this poem, Chesterton highlights the extreme 
lengths to which God went to save the fallen world. For example, in the third stanza he 
expresses how the falling of the holy and pure Creator into the depths of the world was 
faster, fiercer and more extreme than even the fall of Satan; precisely because God had a 
longer drop to undertake from His perfect heights of sanctity and divinity. And it was 
into such depths of the Earth that would make Him unrecognisable, even to its own 
inhabitants: to humanity: 
 For in dread of such falling and failing 
The Fallen Angels fell 
Inverted in insolence, scaling 
The hanging mountain of hell: 
But unmeasured of plummet and rod 
Too deep for their sight to scan, 
Outrushing the fall of man 
Is the height of the fall of God. 
 
This is interesting because suggesting that God has further to fall than Satan does not 
make much theological sense; as theology it is dubious if not untenable. But that is not 
the point in Chesterton’s writing. It is a dramatic, excessively physical and imaginative 
way of thinking about the Incarnation, and it is these qualities and not its value as a 
theological statement, that Chesterton exploits once again to involve and beguile or 
persuade his readers. Further images of the world being turned upside down as a result 
of the fall of God into Earth from Heaven are expressed in the last stanza. The paradox 
here is that although fallen from His divine home, God has brought with Him the glory 
of Heaven into the dregs of the Earth: 
 Glory to God in the Lowest 
 The spout of the stars in spate – 
 Where the thunderbolt thinks to be slowest 
 And the lightning fears to be late: 
 As men dive for a sunken gem 
 Pursuing, we hunt and hound it, 
 The fallen star that has found it 
                                                          
58 Chesterton, Poetry, Part I, pp. 137-138.  
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 In the cavern of Bethlehem. 
 
Chesterton has changed here the traditional image of the wise man searching the skies 
for the star of Bethlehem. Instead he emphasises the humility of the almighty “drop” of 
God into the world by averting our eyes away from the sky and forcing us to search for 
Him on, or even below the ground. The cave is such a lowly place in which to enter into 
Creation (in the eyes of the world), that it is even too deep for the ‘thunder’ and 
‘lightning’ to strike. The entirety of this poem is a paradox: of a glory in the depths of 
darkness. Thus, throughout the poem, Chesterton unites his literary skills with this 
difficult theological concept, unleashing paradox upon paradox to good effect upon his 
readers; a use of literary tricks which lure his readers in. He uses familiar images and 
situates them in the most unexpected of places, for it is his intention to enhance the 
paradoxical image of a God that is to be found in a dark and forgotten cave. He shocks 
the reader with a parody of the familiar phrase ‘Glory to God in the highest’ and turns it 
upside down. He contrasts images of the ‘stars in spate’ and links Bethlehem to a 
‘dugout’. It is such a strange and unusual story about a hero that no other tale or 
historical event can affect us.  
 
Perhaps Chesterton is also suggesting to the reader that the tendency to praise and give 
‘Glory to God in the highest’ – a well-known Christian prayer which has been sung 
through the ages – has allowed an image of an abstract and indifferent God, set upon a 
high throne to be formed within a person’s mind. It is as if Chesterton is saying that 
because our perception of greatness and of the ‘high’ and almighty things are perhaps 
warped by our worldly understanding of what we tend to hold up as great – such as 
pride and prestige – then these are the incorrect characteristics which God should be 
praised for, because God does not want to be praised for having achieved worldly status 
and riches, and a position to which ultimately distinguishes and separates Him from 
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those who don’t succeed, who fail, who suffer and are weak. By taking the form of a 
familiar prayer and turning it upside down, Chesterton seems to have created his very 
own version in order to give glory to God; but this time a type of ‘Gloria’ to be sung for 
a God who should be praised for being humble, lowly, and full of humility. It could be 
argued, therefore, that Chesterton’s interpretation of this prayer is what he seems to 
think a humble God would prefer to hear from His people; a God ‘Who is proud when 
the heavens are humble’59 and who seeks to be ‘Lowest’ of all. Here one is reminded of 
Christ bent lowly with his knees on the ground, washing the dusty feet of the disciples. 
 
Returning to Chesterton’s poem ‘The Wise Men’ (written in 1913), one recognises here 
a further example of how Chesterton portrays the wise men to be in search for the star 
of Bethlehem which is not above, but below us. Here Chesterton emphasises the idea of 
the understated and unusually humble hero, and a hero so ordinary that one may miss 
finding Him:  
Step softly, under snow or rain, 
     To find the place where men can pray, 
The way is all so very plain 
     That we may lose the way.60 
 
 [...] 
 
 So very near the Manger lies 
 That we may travel far.61 
 
In this poem Chesterton is teaching his reader about what is ‘real’ wisdom. He is 
playing (for a serious purpose) with another New Testament paradox, which contrasts 
the wisdom of the world with the wisdom of God. As scriptures says:   
Where are the philosophers? Where are the experts? […] Do you not see how 
God has shown up human wisdom as folly? Since in the wisdom of God the 
world was unable to recognise God through wisdom, it was God’s own pleasure 
                                                          
59 Chesterton, Poetry, Part I, p. 137. 
60 Chesterton, Poetry, Part I, p. 186. 
61 Chesterton, Poetry, Part I, p. 187. 
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to save believers through the folly of the gospel […] God’s folly is wiser than 
human wisdom, and God’s weakness is stronger than human strength.62  
 
Chesterton states how the worldly wisdom of the ‘Wise Men’ may have that talent of 
knowing everything about the world but not, according to Chesterton, of what really 
matters: of finding the place where God truly lies: ‘We know all labyrinthine lore, / We 
are the three Wise Men of yore, / And we know all things but the truth.’63 Human pride 
allows us to believe that we know everything, that we are on top of things – ‘wise’ –  
which is confirmed by the marching forward of the rhythm until brought to a sudden 
halt with the intrusion of ‘but’. Chesterton is reminding us that due to a lack of humility 
we do not know the ‘truth’, ‘we will not know the truth’, for we know nothing without 
God’s grace. 
 
The lesson of humility that we must apply in this poem is that we should slow down: 
‘step softly’ or we will miss the subtle signposts. The use of alliteration in the repetition 
of the letter ‘s’ in ‘Step softly, under snow or rain,’ creates a ‘hushing’ sound. 
Chesterton is whispering to the reader and asking us to be so very quiet, listen 
attentively and commit full concentration. The line ‘To find the place where men can 
pray’ invokes our memory of prayerful quietude in a holy place. Our attention is also 
uncomfortably drawn to the jarring use of ‘rain’ and in a following stanza ‘hail’. Thus, 
here in another poem, Chesterton is teaching again that because the path to God can be 
hidden in the hustle and bustle of a materially-driven world, we may not even notice or 
recognise our own Creator’s existence.  
 
                                                          
62 1 Corinthians 1:20-25.  And in 1 Corinthians 3:18-19 it is written that: ‘There is no room for self-
delusion. Any one of you who thinks he is wise by worldly standards must learn to be a fool in order to be 
really wise. For the wisdom of the world is folly to God.’ 
63 Chesterton, Poetry, Part I, p. 186. 
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In striving to know all things, Chesterton argues that the ‘Wise Men’ (he is perhaps 
referring to modern society here and of all of us in so far as we claim to be wise) 
become unable to decipher what is really wise and what is not: ‘We have gone round 
and round the hill, / And lost the wood among the trees’. He emphasises the point that 
one must not try to be too clever in searching for the ‘truth’, by learning philosophy 
after philosophy or in travelling too far to find Him, because He is nearer than we think. 
Furthermore, the sound and repetition of the word round in ‘round and round’ and 
images of getting ‘lost’ in the ‘woods’, completely surrounded by tree upon tree, all aids 
the writer in creating an air of confusion within the reader’s mind; a deliberate intention 
on Chesterton’s part so that the reader no longer sees the necessity of continually 
learning abstract philosophical concepts to be near God – such as all the ‘knowledge’ of 
‘labyrinthine lore’ – and perceives the futility of ‘learning long names’ when desiring to 
develop in holiness. Chesterton explains to his readers that God is humble, therefore we 
must search in the most modest and unassuming places of the Earth: 
 Go humbly . . . it has hailed and snowed . . . 
     With voices low and lanterns lit, 
 So very simple is the road, 
     That we may stray from it.64 
 
Here Chesterton uses the image of hail and snow to symbolise how the highly regarded 
worldly information and supposedly ‘wise’ knowledge has unfortunately covered and 
hidden the ‘path’ to the ‘truth’, therefore making it more difficult to find. But if one 
remains humble and begins to recognise that God too is humble, and is not to be found 
amidst worldly power and kings, and if we keep our voices quiet, away from the noise 
of worldly conversation about unimportant things, we may not get lost. The two breaks 
in the first line of this stanza after ‘Go humbly …’ and then ‘it has hailed and snowed 
…’ slows the pace of the poem and brings it to a momentary halt, which immediately 
                                                          
64 Chesterton, Poetry, Part I, p. 187. 
166 
 
creates for the listener the kind of atmospheric silence which can come after snow-fall, 
thus luring the reader in to listen, look closely and carefully, and contemplate on what 
the writer has to say next. Chesterton catches the reader’s attention specifically at the 
point of these two breaks in the line and surprises us with the poem’s central paradox: 
that the lowly, simple manger holds the key to the greatest wisdom; the way to it is so 
plain and ordinary that we may lose it; the road is so simple that ‘we may stray from it.’ 
As was noted earlier in Gloria in Profundis, God is not to be found in high palaces but 
amidst the lowly and humble on the margins of society and not at the ‘centre’ of 
attention. It seems here that royalty was to recover its position once robbed by an 
egoistic fallen world, and thus teach anew the divine and saving power of humility and 
littleness. Sr Virginia also reflects on the same doctrine: 
In the Divine plan of Redemption [Chesterton] saw Christ as a bridge-builder, 
mending the enormous rent which sin had made in the friendship which 
originally existed between God and man. The Incarnation is the foundation of 
Christian life […] and Chesterton dealt with this sublime truth in his own 
inimitable way, showing his readers how, from the disaster of Eden, 
Christendom was erected on a foundation laid by the Incarnate Word.65 
 
Speaking upon the subtlety of the virtue of humility Chesterton states that: ‘It is not 
made of what the world would call strong materials; rather, it is made of materials 
whose strength is in that winged levity with which they brush us and pass.’66 Here is an 
example of the emphasis Chesterton places upon the paradoxical strength of Heaven: 
that what the world perceives as strong – self-pride and social status – are not regarded 
in the same way in the eyes of God; whereas the strength of Heaven lies ‘in that winged 
levity’; thus perhaps what Chesterton wrote in Orthodoxy can pour light on what he 
terms as ‘winged levity’. It seems that in his poetry and other writings Chesterton uses 
imagery to exploit the multiple meanings of ‘light’ and ‘lightness’ to interest and attract 
his readers and persuade them of their value. This is a good example of Chesterton 
                                                          
65 Virginia, Evangel, p. 29. 
66 Chesterton, Everlasting, p. 317. 
167 
 
playing with words in order to capture the theme. According to Chesterton, heavenly 
‘lightness’ symbolises the virtues of humility, joy and selflessness, and these virtues are 
light because they are the opposing virtues to the heavy vices of sin: jealousy, 
selfishness and pride. These vices are symbolised as being heavy and pull us 
downwards because they belong to the Devil, the fallen Angel who fell into the depths 
of Hell. In Orthodoxy Chesterton writes that ‘Angels can fly because they can take 
themselves lightly.’67 In other words, because angels do not take themselves seriously 
they are light with humility, selflessness, with holiness, and therefore fly up to Heaven. 
Here, once again, humility is at the very top of Chesterton’s theological cannon.  
 
Furthermore, Chesterton argues that these virtues do not belong to the angels alone but 
were found within that humble ‘little’ Holy Family of Bethlehem. Because these virtues 
were practiced by Joseph and Mary in their ordinary parental roles and day-to-day 
duties, they are, therefore, virtues which can be attained by all people, by every family. 
But being so ordinary, simple and quietly natured, humility can often ‘brush us and 
pass’ amidst the noise and business of everyday life. However, although soft these 
virtues are also swift and thus often unseen; but once these ‘little’ virtues are put into 
practice, they paradoxically contain the power and strength to help create Heaven on 
Earth: 
It is all that is in us but a brief tenderness that is there made eternal; all that 
means no more than a momentary softening that is in some strange fashion 
become a strengthening and a repose; it is the broken speech and the lost word 
that are made positive and suspended unbroken; as the strange kings fade into a 
far country and the mountains resound no more with the feet of the shepherds; 
and only the night and the cavern lie in fold upon fold over something more 
human than humanity.68 
 
By juxtaposing the images of ‘brief’ with ‘eternal’, ‘softening’ with ‘strengthening’, the 
‘broken and lost’ with something that is ‘positive’ and ‘suspended unbroken’ the writer 
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illuminates the paradox of the power that lies within a vulnerable child in a cave amidst 
the dark wilderness, and who lies so quietly and unnoticed by others. Contrasting such 
opposites helps the reader to envisage the paradoxical strength of Christ, who has turned 
the world on top of its head and teaches power to be not what the world understands as 
powerful, but instead as something that lies quietly and often ‘unseen’ in lowliness and 
humility. Chesterton contends in his teachings that this is a ‘revolution’ for mankind, 
which involves a complete reversal of the instincts that have been drawn from our fallen 
nature.  
 
To break up Chesterton’s words, as if each one were a brick in a purely analytical 
manner, somehow overlooks another dimension of his writing. The paragraph quoted 
above is typical of what has been called atmosphere. The message is that the very 
familiar experience that surrounds the Christmas story – the bold and triumphant 
singing of hymns, the very worldly idea of Kings and ‘Wise Men’ – all of which are 
fine and good of course, but risk overlooking what Chesterton sees as the most 
important and ‘strange’ teaching of the nativity. Those seven lines, as an example and 
read as a whole, aesthetically create an atmosphere which communicates to us in a 
whisper at a mystical, intuitive level. ‘Strange’ is a word Chesterton uses over and over 
in his writing. Again here Chesterton gives the sensation that it is a strange story; the 
‘strange kings’ do arrive out of the blue in a sense, and they do ‘fade’ away ‘into a far 
country’, when the ‘sound of the feet of the shepherds’ are no more. Yet the section 
leaves us with something far more subtle than the well-known and vivid scene now 
passed; and it is ‘in us’, and it too is ‘strange’, but it is very humble. It is something that 
is ‘the broken speech’ and a ‘momentary softening’. That ‘brief tenderness’ Chesterton 
has imparted to us we are aware of really, although deep in us; at times human beings 
are capable of extraordinary acts of selfless ‘tenderness’. These virtues are not soft or 
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weak or broken; we perhaps intrinsically know that there is a mystical strength in that 
humility. It is this strange, subconsciously known fact that Chesterton alludes to in order 
to tap in to our human intuition. It is at this level of the writing as a whole – this third 
dimension of communication – that Chesterton’s literary ability is somewhat unique, 
and never more so than when writing on theological matters. However, it becomes clear 
when reading through the gamut of his writings, that it is difficult to separate his 
philosophy and theology from his other literature; all of his writings seem to be 
enmeshed with his theology because there is always a metaphysical communique at 
work.     
 
3.1 The God Born of a Human Mother 
 
It is now important to discuss Chesterton’s perception of the Mother of God as playing a 
crucial role in helping his readers understand how these ‘humanistic’ themes of the 
Incarnation can teach of a holiness that can take place in the everyday life of a 
Christian. In The Everlasting Man Chesterton speaks of a ‘mighty influence for the 
humanisation of Christendom.’69 The influence he is referring to here is not just the 
matter of God the Creator coming as a child, but also because like every human child, 
the God-child relied upon a human mother. And because of this, Chesterton presses the 
point that there will always be in the minds of ‘any agnostic or atheist’:70 
[…] some savour of religion about the mere picture of a mother and a baby; 
some hint of mercy and softening about the mere mention of the dreadful name 
of God […] this combination of ideas has emphatically, in the much disputed 
phrase, altered human nature.71 
 
Chesterton’s portrayal of Mary, as he understands it from Scripture, emphasises that she 
is no worldly queen or figure of great note in society, but a poor, young and very 
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ordinary girl; in fact, she is a near outcast. This makes an important contribution to the 
main argument of this thesis: that the Incarnation of God in the world makes Him a 
relatable figure, making holiness more appealing and attainable to the ordinary person 
striving to become Christ-like. There is indeed a means to achieving holiness in the 
‘ordinary’ simply, and this is particularly demonstrated in the figure of Mary in the 
‘Fiat’, by the simple action of saying “yes” to God. 
 
Recalling childhood memories, Chesterton relates an event in which ‘a more Puritan 
generation objected to a statue upon my parish church representing the Virgin and 
Child.’72 Having been brought up among those who knew ‘that noble and beautiful 
ideas had been presented to the world under the form of this sacred figure’,73 it troubled 
Chesterton why so much controversy surrounded the figure of the Mother and Child, 
and he was puzzled as to why it was considered reasonable – for fear of ‘Mariolatry’74 – 
to separate the Child from the Mother: 
After much controversy, they compromised by taking away the Child. One 
would think that this was even more corrupted with Mariolatry, unless the 
mother was counted less dangerous when deprived of a sort of weapon.75  
 
Chesterton’s objection to the separation of the Child from the Mother is that he felt such 
an act would dehumanise Christianity. As he claims, such a ‘practical difficulty is also a 
parable’,76 for it is impractical to chip the baby away from its mother simply because: 
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You cannot suspend the new-born child in mid-air; indeed you cannot really 
have a statue of a new-born child at all […]. You cannot visit the child without 
visiting the mother; you cannot in common human life approach the child except 
though the mother.’77   
 
To separate the Holy Infant from Mary was, for Chesterton a contradiction, and even an 
absurdity, for he saw it as a misunderstanding of God’s wish to Incarnate, to become 
human and relatable for humanity. Holiness then becomes so out of reach for the lowly, 
as God is way up in His heaven, remote and without empathy for everyday human lives. 
Here Chesterton uses a favourite rhetorical device to impart his theology to the reader – 
reductio ad absurdum – that is to say, he seeks to strengthen his own position in the eyes 
of the reader by making his antagonist’s position seem ridiculous. Chesterton suggests 
that such separation does not instil images of human love, of ‘mercy and softening’, and 
also makes Christianity appear as a more abstract religion, being therefore more 
difficult to humanly identify with. Chesterton insists that the Christian religion should 
not be understood in this way. For example, he argues that the Christian story of 
Bethlehem is very much unlike that of Mithras who allegedly ‘sprung alive out of a 
rock’.78According to Chesterton, even though his contemporary critics compared the 
Christ-child to the heroic mythical figure Mithras on the grounds that they were both 
given life inside a rock, a vital difference remains between the two: that one was a 
human baby born of a mother, and the other a mythical figure born fully grown and 
allegedly entering the world in unnatural circumstances: 
There is such a thing as the point of a story, even if it is a story in the sense of a 
lie. And the notion of a hero appearing, like Pallas from the brain of Zeus, 
mature and without a mother, is obviously the very opposite of the idea of a god 
being born like an ordinary baby and entirely dependent on a mother.79 
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In various places Chesterton writes upon this problem and on the effects that the 
comparing of Mary to divine or human figures of myth could have in dehumanising 
Christianity. In his essay ‘Concerning a Strange City’ he states that:  
I wish there were a real philosophy of comparative religion, and one that 
was not full of inhuman nonsense. I wish it did not tend to one particular trick of 
unreason, as for instance … sometimes a man will say that the feeling about a 
Madonna is only the revival of the worship of Isis.80  
 
According to Chesterton, the humanisation of Christianity does not mean comparing the 
‘Virgin’ to a ‘heathen goddess’ but rather ‘to a human mother’. In this way one would 
‘at least get near to something human, if not to something divine’.81 By comparing 
Mary to a human mother or to a nurse – or simply any caring figure who can be found 
in any home – Chesterton transmits in his poem ‘The White Witch’82 (written 1916-
1925) how the Mother of God is a figure who remains close at hand as a comforter, 
healer and friend: 
 I found One hidden in every home, 
      A voice that sings about the house, 
 A nurse that scares the nightmares off, 
      A mother nearer than a spouse. 
 
The fact that Chesterton announces Mary as ‘hidden in every home’ emphasises, once 
again, the idea that the Mother of God is not necessarily to be found in abstract spiritual 
planes, but rather, in any ordinary human household; and her presence can therefore be 
transmitted and thus felt through the love, care and concern of a human nurse, mother, 
or wife. That Mary is regarded here as nearer than a spouse, emphasises Chesterton’s 
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argument of just how very close her presence is to a person. What is implied here is that 
she is even closer than one’s physical, human spouse, thus making her a mother figure 
for the reader. By means of these images of a very domestic and typical loving mother, I 
would argue, Chesterton is implying that a kind of holiness similar to that of Mary is 
within the reach of ordinary human beings performing ordinary domestic tasks. 
 
3.2 The Domesticity of Christianity 
 
Chesterton speaks often on the domesticity of Catholicism, particularly when focusing 
on Mary’s contribution to it. In The Resurrection of Rome Chesterton writes on how one 
can still feel the ‘domestic warmth’83 of the ‘Roman’ religion in the Italian character, 
and even more so surprisingly among those who have left their homes in order to give 
their entire lives to God and service in religious life; those who would ‘appear to have 
forsworn domesticity’.84 He states: ‘Nuns are not mothers, but they never seem to be 
un-motherly’.85 ‘Reverend Mother’ or ‘mother’ in the title given is used by the senior in 
a religious order. Chesterton states that the Roman Catholic religion contains a warm 
and familiar kind of hero-worship because ‘most of the hero-worship was home-
worship’86 and the main household gods are Jesus and Mary: ‘Christ and Mary had 
become the greatest of Household Gods. For the West also had to make its contribution 
to universal religion; they say the East is the home of religions; but in the West is the 
religion of the home.’87 The ‘Western’ country which Chesterton believes best 
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represents the domesticity of Catholicism is Ireland, as he writes in Christendom in 
Dublin: 
Ireland, combining a remote position with a close loyalty to the Papacy, 
was enabled to be, if we may use both words in their rarest and best sense, at 
once Roman and Romantic. Her religion has always been poetic, popular and, 
above all, domestic.88 
Chesterton states how Ireland’s portrayal of the Mother of God had a substantial effect 
upon the domestic character of Christianity. He argues how under poor and oppressive 
conditions Ireland had to develop this domestic element of ‘the specially human spirit of 
Christianity’,89 and is thus why the country’s statues and images of the Christ-child and 
His Mother are generally so human and ordinary. For Chesterton, Ireland’s poverty 
meant that it could not ‘shelter the Divine Humanity under the roof of mighty cathedrals 
or even to paint His coloured shadow upon frescoes or palace walls.’90 Even so, this 
may be seen as a blessing in disguise, for its ‘poor’ attempts to express Mary and her 
Child more accurately represented the humanness of their situation and the conditions 
Christ was born in to, thus making them figures with whom every ordinary Christian 
could feel they can relate.  
Chesterton gives an example of such domesticated ‘Christian craftsmanship’91 when he 
writes upon the day he went in search for ‘an image of Our Lady’ that was to be bought 
for the new Church in his neighbourhood. Chesterton relates how he was shown a vast 
array of ‘very beautiful and often costly’ statues, but he claims the nature of his 
particular find ‘was something of a parable’;92 none of the sculptures of which he was 
shown appealed to his senses on the grounds that they were too extravagantly crafted in 
‘Renaissance drapery wrought in enamel or in metal, sprawling like a wheel of wings 
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yet poised like a pillar’.93 None of these ‘exuberant’ statues reminded him of the human 
ordinariness and simplicity which he pictured the Mother of God to embody. However, 
on entering an upper room of the shop, filled with unwrapped and unnoticed sculptures, 
stood Chesterton’s ideal portrayal of Mary and the Christ-child. This statue stood out, 
paradoxically, within this ordinary and unassuming setting, poignantly surrounded by 
wood and dust, as she would have been when standing alongside her son as He worked: 
‘[…] and it seemed suddenly that she was standing there, amid planks and shavings and 
sawdust, as she stood in the carpenter’s shop in Nazareth.’94 One of the main qualities 
which Chesterton believed enhanced the human and domestic character of the sculpture 
was the artist’s use of ‘traditional’ but ‘not conventional colours’.95 For the use of 
‘earthy’ browns, greens and blues, Chesterton argues, connoted Mary’s connection and 
involvement in the physical world: 
[…] a wave of green sea had passed through the blue and a shadow of brown 
earth through the crimson, as in the work of ancient colourists. The conception 
was common and more than common, and yet never merely uncommon.96 
 
Chesterton also records being reminded of the story he had heard in Donegal; he felt 
that this story best expressed the spirit of what he had been speaking of in Christendom 
in Dublin, on the domestic, ordinary and homely nature of Ireland’s Christianity, which 
he believed was conjured up in that sculpture of Mary. This story tells of a person, who 
whilst walking in ‘rocky wastes’, happened to meet ‘a beautiful peasant woman’ who 
was bare foot and carrying a child. When being asked her name she answered ‘simply’: 
‘“I am the Mother of God, and this is Himself”’.97 The simplicity of this image once 
again illustrates Chesterton’s portrayal of the ordinariness and lowliness of God’s 
coming as a homeless and poor child among the ‘rocky wastes’; but even more so, the 
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depiction of Mary here speaking in a common language, and particularly using a local 
Irish dialect, helps create in the minds of ordinary Christians a vision of the Mother of 
God who is almost local to them. She is a warm and an approachable figure, and one not 
unlike any other ordinary Christian mother within her everyday life. Reflecting again 
upon the statue after telling this story, Chesterton remarks on what best represented for 
him the correct and realistic image of ‘Our Lady’; she was simply ‘barefoot like any 
colleen on the hills.’98 In the telling of this story Chesterton is pressing home the fact 
that very poor, barefoot and ragged Irish peasants had no need of feeling alone and 
forgotten by a remote and out of reach God. Rather, he insists they should feel His 
warm identification with them in their ordinariness. As this thesis seeks to show, 
Chesterton’s proposition is that in their ordinariness, and all humanity in its ordinary 
and everyday lives, has holiness within its grasp.  
 
 
 
 
3.3 God as Outcast: Changing the World’s Perception of the Poor and Ordinary 
 
A theological insight Chesterton wishes to convey on the Incarnation of God as a poor 
and vulnerable child was the lesson it taught of God’s love for humanity, especially for 
the poor. Returning to his poem ‘The Nativity’,99 we see Chesterton passionately 
announcing that there is no place lowly enough or poor enough in the world in which 
God would not become incarnate and dwell within: 
  To the rusty barred doors of the hungry, 
 To the struggle for life and the din; 
 Still with brush of bright plumes and with knocking, 
 The Kingdom of God enters in. 
 […]. 
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Chesterton’s own concern for the poor began as a young man. As noted in Chapter 3, 
Chesterton’s family were politically Liberal and unusually so for an English family at 
the height of the British Empire. Chesterton’s sense of the equality of mankind is 
portrayed through his appreciation of such writers as Sir Walter Scott. Ian Ker writes 
that Chesterton had considered that ‘Scott made no distinction between his characters in 
the sense that he endows them equally’.100 Ker continues in speaking of Chesterton’s 
opinions of other eminent Victorians: ‘Where Carlyle and Ruskin, on the other hand, 
failed as prophets were in failing to treat “the average man as their equal”’.101  
Chesterton was not here saying that these men did not care about the poor, but rather 
there was not quite an empathy due to a certain ‘condescension’. He attended meetings 
of the Christo-Theosophic Society and became friends with Rev. Conrad Noel, and 
spent some time among members of the Christian Socialists. Ker writes of Chesterton’s 
essay collected in Twelve Types, and entitled Savonarola, that: ‘Like Chesterton, 
Savonarola believed in democracy because he believed in that “most unpopular” of 
doctrines “which declares the common life divine”’.102 Chesterton’s argument about the 
poor and ordinary was not popular and Ker writes: 
The concept of the masses as sons of God who were kings in their own right 
could hardly have been further away from that of the typical intellectuals and 
writers of the day to whom the masses represented such a threat that autocratic 
rule was the only possible alternative to extermination.103 
 
Evidence of this preparedness to enter the fray in defence of the poor can be shown in 
his political verse which was usually published in daily newspapers. In his poem ‘The 
Song of the Wheels’104 (written in 1911, and not to be confused with ‘The Song of the 
Wheel’ which I looked at in Chapter 3) one detects a passionate Chesterton angry about 
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what he perceived as an injustice towards the poorer working classes, whom he felt had 
become victims of the effects of the Industrialization: 
 “Call upon the wheels, master, call upon the wheels; 
 We are taking rest, master, finding how it feels, 
 Strict the law of thine and mine: theft we ever shun –  
 All the wheels are thine, master – tell the wheels to run! 
 Yea, the Wheels are mighty gods – set them going then! 
 We are only men, master, have you heard of men?  
 
In this poem Chesterton portrays the working classes as feeling tired of being treated as 
machines. Like the wheels of the Industrial Revolution that were valued simply as 
means to production, Chesterton suggests that the working classes were made to feel as 
though they were only useful as a means to an end. Chesterton coins the ‘master’ of the 
industrial workers as ‘King Dives’, who walks ‘in his garden in the sun’, and angry that 
his workers are requesting rest, shakes his hand at Heaven and demands the gods to 
make them work harder, so that he alone can sleep peacefully at night: 
 […] 
 “Bend and bind them, bend and bind them, bend and bind  
        them into wheels, 
 Then once more in all my garden there may swing and sound  
        and sweep – 
 The noise of all the sleepless things that sing the soul to sleep.”  
 
  
Overcome with fear, exhaustion and hopelessness, the workers reply: ‘If a man grow 
faint, master, take him ere he kneels, / Take him, break him, rend him, end him, roll him, 
crush him / with the wheels.’105 The persuasive power in his writing can be felt here by 
the way he uses a bitter and sardonic tone in the workers’ song. The heavy iambic 
stresses in the first line (Bend and bind them, bend and bind them, bend and bind) and in 
the rest of this poem, give the impression of a heavy turning wheel. This sense of the 
continuous turning of an insensitive and indifferent industrial machine is central to the 
meaning of this poem. Chesterton powerfully portrays the grotesque inequality in the 
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industrial factory system. We are reminded of the oft used term ‘wheels of production’; 
here Chesterton portrays those wheels as mighty Gods over mere men: ‘have you heard 
of men?’ Yet ‘All the wheels are thine, master’; even these mighty gods are under the 
rule of the ‘master’. The alliteration in the ‘swing and sound and sweep’ remarkably 
conveys the sound and sight of automatic industrial machines which Chesterton deftly 
turns into some kind of lullaby for the ‘bosses’. But the use of ‘sleepless things’ alerts  
the reader that this is not an efficacious sleep, but one that mortally sends ‘the soul to 
sleep’. 
 
Chesterton states in Orthodoxy that he set out like an explorer of the seas to discover the 
doctrine which explained the experience of his senses and existence itself, but was 
shocked to find that it had already been discovered, that it was in fact Christianity. He 
therefore would have found that Christianity endorsed his conclusion: ‘Blessed are the 
poor […] Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth’.106 This concern for the 
poor, together with Chesterton’s journalistic talent, inevitably led him into political 
controversy. There are numerous scathing poems and articles written and published in 
daily newspapers on what he saw as a fight for the ordinary and downtrodden: ‘Jesus 
Christ was destined to found a faith which made the rich poorer and the poor richer; but 
even when He was going to enrich them, He began with the phrase, “Blessed are the 
poor.”’107 Ian Boyd remarks in ‘Chesterton and Distributism’ that ‘[‘The Song of the 
Wheels’] provides an interesting example of the way in which his early political verse 
anticipates the Distributist protest about the mechanization of life in a Capitalist 
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society’.108 According to Boyd Chesterton had ‘enunciated a primary Distributist 
principle’ very early on; it was that: 
[…] public life existed for the sake of the private life it was meant to protect and 
consequently that all political and social efforts must be devoted to securing the 
good of the family which was the basic unit of society.109 
 
In another essay – ‘Journalism as Parable’ – Boyd explains that Chesterton’s concern 
and ‘reverence’ for ordinary and poor people was not ‘sentimental populism, but the 
expression of a religious faith that the common man is the privileged sacramental sign 
of Christ.’110 Thus, it seems that this was one of the most important themes for 
Chesterton in relation to Christ's coming, and one which he believed should make a 
powerful impact on the way Christians behave towards one another. Chesterton 
illustrated that God, by being born as an outcast, was intentionally highlighting the 
strong affinity which exists between Himself and the poor and ordinary. In the opening 
pages of ‘The God in the Cave' from The Everlasting Man, Chesterton remarks that 
although traditions in Christian art, literature and fable 'have quite sufficiently 
attested'111 the paradox of the divine Being lying in a cradle, not enough has been made 
of the significance of God being born in a cave, an image that dramatically emphasises 
the point that God was born into poverty: 'Whether as a myth or a mystery, Christ was 
obviously conceived as born in a hole in the rocks primarily because it marked the 
position of one outcast and homeless.'112 This theme of the homelessness of God is one 
upon which Chesterton wrote profusely. In a number of poems he highlights the strong 
connection he perceives between Christ and the poor. In 'The Hymn of the Poor'113 
(written in the early 1890s) Chesterton paints the picture of the poor singing to the 
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Christ-child as one who shares with them the suffering and hardship that comes with 
being born into poverty: 
Late thou comest, little one 
     Snow is on the stones. 
 Earth is bitter, little one, 
     Grey with mists and moans. 
 Thou art cold as we are cold, 
     Huddled with the lost. 
 Star of winter, star of want, 
     Crownéd with the frost. 
 
The opening lines of this poem confront the reader with a miserable and desperate 
image of the life of the poor child during winter. The ‘greyness’ of fogs and ‘mists’ all 
combine and enhance within the reader’s mind a sense of being lost, of an impaired 
vision, loneliness and fear; these images are mingled with the sound of a ‘moaning’ 
wind, which is heightened by the repetition of ‘m’ and ‘o’. However, juxtaposed with 
the poor child’s sense of fear, isolation, neglect and loneliness is the paradoxical 
‘comfort’ of another poor child. But the comfort sensed and the tone of elation felt in 
the last two lines of this stanza is because this baby is the Christ-child; and although 
‘poor’ and ‘late’, will now at long last bring salvation and healing to the poor. ‘Huddled 
with the lost’ is a powerful portrayal of the identification of God with the poor and 
forgotten.  
To bring home to the reader the paradox of a glorious Creator, of a divine King being 
born into poverty, Chesterton does not provide the Christ-child with a crown of gold, 
but with one of ‘frost’, and such an image – akin to the crown of thorns – reminds the 
reader that Christ is a God who suffers with humanity and is thus comforting them in 
the very depths of their distress. Christ’s empathy and close proximity to the poor is 
reinforced within the reader’s mind by the alternate repetition of ‘little one’, together 
with the image of the ‘little’ Christ who also feels the cold and needs to ‘huddle’ with 
these poor children. Furthermore, the fact that the poor children speak to God in a 
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familiar tone, stresses the familiarity they feel exists between them and the Christ-child 
born into the stark existence of poverty. The ‘starkness’ of such a birth teaches that the 
world's poor and marginalised have more in common with the Creator than the rich and 
powerful: 
 Bare thou comest, blessed one, 
     Clean of rod or crown. 
 Stark and poor, beloved one, 
     As God sends us down. 
Thou art bare, as we are bare. 
     Bare as death and birth. 
 Naked as the stars and snows 
     We come upon the earth.114 
 
By having such fundamentally human characteristics in common, as shown in this 
poem, and by using images that remind his readers that God is ‘bare’, ‘clean’ of riches 
and that His royalty is ‘stark and ‘naked’, Chesterton creates a picture of a more 
approachable God to turn to in times of need, prayer and encouragement within the 
Christian life. Moreover, as this next stanza conveys, the Incarnation is a new ground 
for hope, that even for the poor and outcast ‘with God all things are possible’:115 
 […] 
Though we narrow be and dull, 
     Darkened though we be, 
 Let the wise men snarl and sneer, 
     We have love, and thee. 
 
 Arts come never near us, 
 Sages jest and jeer. 
          Son of Mary, hear us, 
          Seed of David, hear! 
 
[...] 
 Though our hopes for man be wild, 
     Starry, frantic, free, 
 All things now are possible 
     Unto God and thee.116 
 
                                                          
114Chesterton, Poetry, Part I, p. 143. 
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116 Chesterton, Poetry, Part I, p. 144. 
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Having claimed God as one of their own, in these two stanzas Chesterton portrays the 
poor as possessing a strong sense of trust, hope and joy in God; because theologically, 
God has identified Himself with all humanity, yes, but especially with the poor and 
outcast. Moreover, it is this theological truth which enables the poor to know and trust 
that they are God’s beloved people and not just to ‘feel as though’ they are such. The 
writer again is expressing his belief, that for the apparently unimportant – the ‘dull’, and 
the ordinary who are not ‘wise men’ or ‘sages’ portrayed in great works of art – ‘All 
things now are possible’, and as this thesis seeks to show, particularly holiness. 
Chesterton also highlights in this poem the solidarity and development of the Christian 
virtues of compassion and charity, which Christ and the poor have in common as a 
result of being among those that suffer together: ‘Thou are kind as we are kind, / 
Knowing press and pain, / Bearing one another's loads, / Girt in common strain.’117                                   
  
Chesterton is also keen to highlight the point that charity and compassion do not only 
arise amidst the poor that suffer along with the Christ-child. In The Everlasting Man 
Chesterton argues that as a result of God being born as an outcast, there arose a 
revolutionary change in the way the poor and homeless began to be perceived by 
society.118 Chesterton acknowledges that he has nothing new to say 'about the change 
which this conception of a deity born like an outcast or even an outlaw had upon the 
whole conception of law and its duties to the poor and outcast’.119 He still emphasises as 
important, however, the point that the poor could no longer be treated as lower citizens 
                                                          
117 Chesterton, Poetry, Part I, p. 144. 
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and slaves, because with the birth of the homeless Christ-child they came to be 
recognised as images of God on Earth, at least among fellow-Christians:  
It is profoundly true to say that after that moment there could be no slaves. 
There could be and were people bearing that legal title, until the Church was 
strong enough to weed them out, but there could be no more of the pagan repose 
in the mere advantage to the state of keeping it a servile state. Individuals 
became important, in a sense in which no instruments can be important. A man 
could not be a means to an end, at any rate to any other men's end.120 
 
This thesis aims to show that Chesterton believed the promise of accessibility to 
holiness for the ordinary man or woman is a genuine one. According to his 
understanding of Christianity, the ‘ordinary’ for Chesterton should be recognised as 
‘extraordinary’ and not insignificant and mundane. In fact, he turns this around to 
further press the belief home and suggests that, paradoxically, the powerful and great of 
this world – in following a good life – will find themselves becoming ordinary and 
therefore closer to God: ‘it is an equally important truth that [Christianity] is the thing 
that makes the extraordinary man feel ordinary.’121 Using yet another paradox, the 
writer suggests that it is a state of being to aspire to, because any type of worldly 
greatness is irrelevant to holiness: ‘Piety produces intellectual greatness precisely 
because piety in itself is quite indifferent to intellectual greatness.’122  
 
In his essay 'The Theological Background of Chesterton's Social Thought', L’Abbe 
Yves Denis also makes the point that Chesterton's view of what makes a 'truly human 
society'123 is based upon the first principle of the divine dignity of man which is shared 
by 'the great papal encyclicals, whether Leo XIII's or Pius XI's’.124 However, what is 
'properly Chestertonian' in Denis' view, is the type of person Chesterton holds up as the 
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best reflection of God's Being – the ordinary and the poor – those at the lowest spectrum 
of the social hierarchy: 
Not only does the common man deserve the highest consideration on the part of 
his fellow-men, as does any other example of his race, but he is also the 
privileged seat and image of that deep-seated divine quality which characterises 
every member of the human family. The reason for this is precisely his 
littleness; that is, the radical deprivation of any social adjunct that makes up 
human greatness in the eyes of the fashionable world, be it wealth, profession or 
culture.125 
Denis also confirms the argument that the main reason for such an upheaval in the 
social hierarchy – in which the first come last and the last become first – is the 
Incarnation: 'Yet the special degree of greatness that affects man, even when he belongs 
to the humblest spheres of society, directly originates in the mystery of Incarnation.’126 
According to Chesterton, therefore, the poor could no longer be considered as machines 
for human gain and profit, but as dignified human beings with as much worth and 
potential as the wealthy and powerful of society. The writer’s strong belief in the 
‘Royal’ poor appears to have been the motivation for an immense amount of his energy 
over many years in his later life, being placed in what some consider a näive foray into 
economics.127 As Chesterton stated, the poor become ‘important’ because they are 
sacramentally filled with the divine presence of God: 
                                                          
125 Denis, ‘Theological Background’, pp. 58-59. Others have also noted on this ‘properly Chestertonian’ 
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[Christianity] again, is a thing which, by its nature, does not think of men as 
more or less valuable, but of men as all intensely and painfully valuable […] For 
[Christianity] all men are equal, as all pennies are equal, because the only value 
in any of them is that they bear the image of the King.128  
 
That Chesterton was insistent on awakening his readers to the concept that the poor and 
outcast are dignified images of God’s presence, is evident by the copious amount he 
wrote upon the subject, particularly within his poetry (as has been shown) and also in 
his journal and newspaper articles. In fact, speaking about his poetry in particular, in an 
essay entitled ‘The poetry of G.K. Chesterton’ Ian Boyd argues how Chesterton’s verse 
‘must be read as part of the vast journalistic effort whereby he sought to influence the 
thinking and the feeling of his age’.129 Furthermore, Boyd expresses how Chesterton’s 
vision of life was ‘fundamentally Christian’ and that: 
In his poetry, as in his other writings, [Chesterton] saw himself as a spokesman 
for the poor and the exploited, whom he regarded as the mystical symbols of 
God’s presence in the world. The purpose of his verse and of all his writings was 
to help create a society which would have this deep religious respect for 
ordinary people.130  
 
Boyd goes on to argue the point that Chesterton’s verse ‘assumes a sacramental belief’ 
that God uses people as signs to speak through in order to teach others the ways of 
Heaven; as well as being present in the concrete objects of Creation. Boyd suggests that 
the work of the poet is to interpret these sacramental signs of God’s presence – such as 
the poor and the outcast of society – with the hope of igniting social change: 
‘Chesterton’s poetry is a kind of religious allegory based on the ordinary events of 
everyday life and directed toward social reform.’131 Moreover, Boyd argues that 
Chesterton’s ‘political verse also implies a theological conviction that the weakest and 
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most inarticulate members of society are the privileged symbols of Christ.’132 
Elsewhere, Boyd states that along with his religious writing, Chesterton’s poetry 
‘provides a convincing interpretation of life as an on-going revelation of sacramental 
signs and symbols.’133 Denis also makes the argument that Chesterton should not be 
viewed as a ‘mere social moralist’,134 but as someone who used his writing to bring 
about social change by teaching his readers to believe that every person comes from, 
and are ultimately made, for God:  
Chesterton is ever striving to educate his reader’s power of vision, so that he 
may espouse God’s own viewpoint and see things in general, and man 
especially, as God sees them. And what God sees in man is His creaturely Being 
unceasingly springing from his Divine Source. As a river is inseparable from the 
source from which it flows, man cannot be cut off from God without vanishing 
from existence, without ceasing to be, and ceasing, therefore, to be man.135 
 
Evidence of the suggestion that the coming of Christ as an outcast made a deep impact 
not only on Chesterton’s religious-political verse but also upon his journalism can be 
found in many of his articles. I will look at two in particular. Similar to his poetry, the 
earnest tone with which Chesterton writes in defence of the ordinary common man and 
the poor, and of the importance of spreading compassion, fraternity and charity for 
one’s neighbour, leads one to believe that Chesterton is writing each piece with the 
intention of influencing his readers to bring about social change, with Christ as the 
forerunner and basis for such change.  
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In an article written for the Daily News in 1910 (quoted below), one detects New 
Testament influence upon Chesterton’s thinking, particularly Christ's teaching on the 
protection He promises to hold over all of His children; once again dignifying the most 
ordinary within society. In this article Chesterton perceives each child as sacred, no 
matter how poor, seemingly ordinary and unimportant. The article concerns an event 
whereby doctors ‘and other persons permitted by modern law to dictate to their shabbier 
fellow-citizens’, sent out an order that all little girls were to have their hair cut short. 
Apparently head-lice had been found among privileged children, possibly coming from 
their servant girls who, unfortunately themselves, lived in squalor. Parties of officials 
backed by forces of the law entered the slums to shave the heads of little poor girls. As 
Chesterton explains: 
Now, the case for this particular interference was this, that the poor are pressed 
down from above into such stinking and suffocating underworlds of squalor, that 
poor people must not be allowed to have hair, because in their case it must mean 
lice in the hair. Therefore, the doctors propose to abolish the hair. It never seems 
to have occurred to them to abolish the lice. Yet it could be done.136 
 
In this daily newspaper article Chesterton is clearly angry, a thing he rarely displays in 
his writing. His powerful rhetoric clearly exposed the grotesque absurdity of the 
authorities’ proposal. The severe tone in which Chesterton wrote this article combined 
with the striking imagery – describing the poor as being ‘pressed down’ into ‘stinking 
and suffocating underworlds of squalor’ and not ‘allowing’ poorer people ‘to have hair’ 
– exposes the inhumane measures adopted by the ‘state’ to abolish lice within the hair 
of the poor and vulnerable of society. The good sense of Chesterton’s own position as 
opposed to the absurdity of the thinking behind the law, is brought out by the way he 
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contrasts phrases like ‘abolish the hair’ and ‘abolish the lice’, and not of the ‘wrongness 
of the hair’ but the ‘wrongness of the slums’. Furthermore, Chesterton effectively 
disturbs the reader with another striking and horrifying image of parts of the human 
body being savagely cut off, when he suggests that the  abolishing of hair is no different 
to the  ‘hacking’ of feet so that they ‘fit new boots’. These images are so alarming to the 
reader that Chesterton successfully shocks us with his description of the inhumane ways 
in which man can treat his fellow man.  
 
As stated above, and in order to show relevance to this thesis, Chesterton rarely reached 
this level of anger in his writing; and when he did he was always defending the poor and 
downtrodden. It is extraordinary to imagine that this piece was in a daily newspaper, 
when one considers the lofty, admonishing tone Chesterton uses, which has an Old 
Testament,137 Prophet-like quality to the rhetoric; Chesterton is undoubtedly threatening 
the potential perpetrators. The local ‘Act’ was not carried through:    
[…] she shall not be lopped and lamed and altered; her hair shall not be cut short 
like a convict’s; no, all the kingdoms of the earth shall be hacked about and 
mutilated to suit her. She is the human and sacred image; all around her the 
social fabric shall sway and split and fall; the pillars of society shall be shaken, 
and the roofs of ages come rushing down; and not one hair of her head shall be 
harmed.138  
  
In this article he uses to great effect the emotional impact of the contrast between the 
‘kingdoms of the earth’ and one little girl, the implied absurdity of the power of the 
state being marshalled to cut a little girl’s hair, and the emotional power of the contrast 
between the action of the state and the gospel announcing that ‘not one hair of her head 
shall be harmed’. The contrasting image of a mother’s tenderness towards her daughter 
and the tyranny of the ‘Emperor of the Planet’ is very relevant to the argument of this 
thesis, and the war between worldly power and the humble poor. This ability to express 
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ideas in powerful imaginative writing, that unites logic with imagination within an 
atmosphere – and in such a way that the two are inseparable – is a distinctive mark of 
Chesterton’s theology. 
 
 
3.4 Humility, Charity and the Holy ‘Human’ Family 
 
In fact, it is in his essay entitled ‘The Winter Feast’, that Chesterton uses the Holy 
Family to change his reader’s perception of the seemingly ordinary, poor family in 
society. In this essay Chesterton explains the real meaning of Christmas and its ability 
to increase charity among people. Furthermore, he argues how the feast can make every 
ordinary person feel closer to God and believe the path to holiness as more attainable 
for them, as a result of the humanness of the entire Holy Family. Chesterton begins the 
essay by discussing the problems that come with ‘modern men’139 desiring to change or 
even eradicate particular traditions that they believe are no longer relevant to society. 
The tradition that Chesterton is defending here is the feast of Christmas. Chesterton 
argues that in an attempt to popularise, in order to make it more profitable, the ‘modern 
men’ were distorting the very meaning of what Christmas actually stood for, and as a 
result, began to abhor the feast:  
Moving step by step, in the majestic march of Progress, we have first vulgarised 
Christmas and then denounced it as vulgar. Christmas has become too 
commercial; so many of these thinkers would destroy the Christmas that has 
been spoiled, and preserve the commercialism that has spoiled it.140 
 
A few pages later he announces that Christmas ‘has come to stand rather for goods 
being sold than for gifts being given.’141 Responding to those who believe Christmas to 
be an unimportant event and nothing more than a pagan festival, Chesterton highlights 
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the significance of Christmas occurring in the cold month of December. The first 
significant point is the freezing conditions that occur when we celebrate Christ’s 
coming. Comparing Christianity to ‘Heathenism in the sense of hedonism’ Chesterton 
explains how the hedonists would choose the summer season as the best time to worship 
nature, simply because their religion is one which involves ‘the concentration of the 
mind on pure pleasure.’142 In complete contrast, Chesterton highlights how winter is the 
season chosen by God, to encourage compassion towards others, fraternity and charity. 
Cold and discomfort, Chesterton argues, are experiences in which people should 
naturally develop a thought for others living in poorer conditions, and empathise: 
But in winter even a rich man receives some faint hint of the problems of a poor 
man; he may avoid being hungry, but he cannot always avoid being cold [...] It 
has always involved, under varying limitations in varying societies, the idea of 
hospitality; especially hospitality to the stranger and generally to the poor [...] 
there always was, in some degree, the idea of extending enjoyment to others; of 
passing round the wine or seating the wanderer by the hearth.143 
 
Chesterton states that the best way forward to deal with the problem of poverty would 
involve not looking into the future for new ways of making ‘progress’ – as the 
‘Radicals’ and ‘Reformers’ did in an attempt to establish social reform – but to look 
back to the past and to what he calls the ‘Form’. He states: ‘Perhaps it is time we ceased 
to concentrate on the Reform and went back again to the Form’.144 What Chesterton 
means by a return to the ‘Form’ here is the action of looking back to the birth of God on 
Earth, and the new ordered world which Christ came to teach us to build. This is clear 
from the closing pages of the article wherein Chesterton argues that true 
humanitarianism is to be found in the Holy Family. He asserts that to bring home to 
people the existence of pain in others, of the suffering of the poor and outcast, one must 
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stop speaking of poverty in modern ‘sociological polysyllables’145 and begin again to 
talk of the human family’s problems in plain and practical language; the same way 
mystics of the past have spoken of the Holy Family. Chesterton provides the reader with 
a list of ways in which the different problems of poverty and suffering of the ordinary 
modern human family can be likened to, and should be thought of, as the very problems 
of Joseph, Mary and the Christ-child:    
We must say first of the beggar, not that there is insufficient housing 
accommodation, but that he has nowhere to lay his head. We must say first of 
the human family, not that there are no jobs for them in the factory, but that 
there is no room for them in the inn […] Then we shall draw on the driving force 
of many thousand years; and call up a real humanitarianism out of the depths of 
humanity.146   
 
The entire story of the Incarnation of Christ’s coming is continually emphasised by 
Chesterton as truly human; and not in the sense of denouncing the divinity (as will be 
established in Chapter 5), but by emphasising how this God made Man came to teach 
people the way to become fully and perfectly human; to become holy. By teaching this, 
Chesterton claims that Christ was not suggesting people need to become superhuman 
and perform exceptional talents, but simply by becoming good and humble citizens, 
living out their ordinary day to day duties as Christ would have done. Furthermore, it is 
important to highlight here, that Chesterton was interested in persuading the reader.  
 
In his poetry Chesterton teaches that the humble virtues of the ‘religion of little things’ 
which are to be found in the Holy Family, are so close at hand to every man and woman 
that holiness is attainable in the most ordinary of places, because it was in such ordinary 
experiences of everyday life that the Holy Family themselves existed: in the home. 
Emile Cammaerts comments upon the way in which Chesterton often connects the 
holiness of Heaven to ordinary home-life. He suggests that: ‘Several volumes could be 
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filled with Chesterton’s praise and defence of family habits, homely ritual, Christmas 
festivities […] he associates Heaven with home.’147 It is in his short poem ‘Education’ 
(written 18-94-97) that Chesterton succinctly illustrates this important and significant 
factor in striving to attain holiness in the domestic duties of family life: 
 I would say to all parents 
 Do you take things equally 
 How do you know that you are not 
 In the place of Joseph and Mary.148 
 
As Sr Virginia also points out in her chapter ‘Christian Family Altars’:  
Chesterton realized the truth that the men and women of today have a peculiar 
need to contemplate the Holy family of Nazareth […] Since the coming of Jesus 
to bless family life, the most humble Christian home is raised to a place of honor 
and is dignified by His name.149 
 
By identifying Joseph and Mary and the Holy Family with the ordinary human family, 
Chesterton is emphasising their closeness to each other. The main virtues which 
Chesterton attaches to the Holy Family are those of humility, service, compassion and 
care. These are virtues which can be practiced and perfected in any home. Furthermore, 
Chesterton is stating in his poem ‘Education’ that every child, being the image of God, 
should be acknowledged and cared for as if they were the Christ-child Himself.  
 
4. Conclusion 
 
As this chapter has sought to show, Christianity according to Chesterton involves the 
practice of the love for ‘little things’ and the free offering of oneself to others. 
Whenever Chesterton writes on the Incarnation, on the character of Christ, on Christmas 
or on the Holy Family as a whole, he appears always to be emphasising the simplicity of 
human holiness in terms of its ‘littleness’, ‘lowliness’, of its ordinariness, and humility. 
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Hugh Kenner notes: ‘The baby in the cave, for example, is the type of that love of small 
things which is so prominent a part of Chesterton’s philosophy […] The small things 
are intrinsically divine, as that baby was divine: because that baby was divine.’150 
 
The poetic and literary forms in which Chesterton expresses this theology of the 
Incarnation cannot therefore be dismissed as mere ‘levity’ or ‘frivolity’. They are 
integral to his theology, not mere ornamentation, and essential to his purpose of 
addressing and persuading the reader of the rightness of his ideas and point of view. 
This is particularly relevant to the study of Chesterton’s use of paradox, surprise, 
contrast and even the use of grotesque images. 
 
In fact, paradox is inherent in any Christian theology of Incarnation: the mystery of 
Jesus who is both fully divine and fully human lends itself to paradoxical expression. 
But as has been shown, these qualities exemplified by the Incarnation of Christ are not 
to be mistaken for weakness, but as the most powerful virtues a person can attain. This 
is because, being the characteristics of God, they have the power to change the fallen 
world and renew the Earth. If human beings become lowly, humble and Christ-like, 
God can work through them by grace, not only bringing them closer to God, but also 
allowing God to walk in the world and put it ‘aright’.151  
 
Thus, as Chesterton states in The Everlasting Man, pride, ambition for wealth and 
worldly power appear to be the most fulfilling keys to happiness for ‘modern men’, but 
with the Incarnation, the world was turned upside down. Christ teaches in the character 
of His coming, that it is poverty of spirit, humility and love for others which opens the 
                                                          
150 Hugh Kenner, Paradox in Chesterton, pp. 89-90. 
151 ‘The Christ-child lay on Mary’s lap 
      His hair was like a light. 
      (O weary, weary were the world, 
      But here is all aright.)’ Chesterton, Poetry, Part I, p. 126. 
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door to eternal peace, happiness and to holiness. For Chesterton the concept of the 
imitation of Christ is based upon the practice of such virtues as selflessness, meekness, 
charity and humility, virtues which lie well out of the way of public spotlight and 
human praise, and yet crucially within the range of ‘ordinary’, non-heroic people in the 
course of everyday life, with the grace of God. 
  
This chapter has shown that Chesterton’s theology of the Incarnation is both orthodox 
and distinctive. Chesterton had a gift for expressing old or accepted ideas in fresh, 
appealing and broadly accessible ways. Chesterton’s theology of the Incarnation is both 
coherent and consistent throughout his works. 
 
In its stress on ‘lowliness’ and ‘humility’ and the image of the Holy Family, 
Chesterton’s theology of the Incarnation forms a firm and noteworthy foundation for an 
understanding of holiness in everyday life that both bears Chesterton’s stamp of 
originality and yet is firmly grounded in Catholic orthodoxy. 
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Chapter 5: Chesterton and the Cross 
1. The Cross 
 
Much of Christian tradition implies that the experience of suffering plays a fundamental 
role in a person’s growth towards holiness. In the New Testament one can find 
numerous examples of Christ speaking of the Cross as being the way to new life in Him. 
One well known example: ‘If anyone wants to be my disciple, you must take up your 
Cross and follow me.’1 This paradoxical truth and profound mystery – that through 
suffering and death Christ brought renewal and eternal life in God – is one upon which 
theologians continue to write, explaining the important part suffering plays in one’s 
development in holiness. For example, Martin Israel states in The Pain that Heals: The 
Place of Suffering in the Growth of the Person that: ‘The way of perfection is by 
suffering’;2 and in Images of Holiness: Explorations in Contemporary Spirituality 
Phillip Sheldrake notes: ‘A true following of Jesus and a true contemplation of God 
involves the Cross.’3  
 
This particular teaching, however, has a problematic tendency to cause Christianity to 
be misconceived as some sort of masochistic religion, which incorporates pain and 
suffering as a means to salvation.4 As Margaret Miles states in her chapter on asceticism 
‘The Pleasure of No Pleasure’ in The Image and practice of Holiness: ‘Asceticism is 
one of the currently least understood and most universally rejected features of historical 
                                                          
1 Mathew 16:24. 
2 Martin Israel, The Pain that Heals: The Place of Suffering in the Growth of the Person (Oxford: A.R. 
Mowbray and Co. Ltd., 1983) p. 192. 
3 Phillip Sheldrake, Images of Holiness: Explorations in Contemporary Spirituality (London: Darton, 
Longman & Todd, 1987) p. 54. 
4 One of the main misunderstandings attached to the theme of suffering as being part of the way to 
perfection can be found in the Christian history of asceticism and the struggles which have been faced by 
the Church to combat the distortion of the truth of the Cross: i.e. The problems of Gnosticism, 
Manichaeism and other movements which caused elitism in Christianity. I will however be speaking on 
this theme and Chesterton’s contribution within the historical debate in a short while.  
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Christianity’.5 This chapter will be looking at Chesterton’s view of the 
misunderstandings of asceticism that have occurred in history, as well as an 
investigation into the current debates of his day and how he addressed the problems 
through literature. Finally, I shall argue what Chesterton came to perceive as the correct 
teaching on the Cross of Christ, and the place of suffering within holiness in the 
ordinary: that it is a teaching which emphasises the importance of avoiding self-pride, 
and instead a gradual growth in humility, dependence upon God, and the development 
of the supernatural virtues of faith, hope and charity. It is the argument that asceticism, 
for Chesterton, is not a way of seeking suffering or pain, but of accepting and using our 
weaknesses and failures to help us become more holy and Christ-like.    
 
1.1 Critical Views of Chesterton’s Understanding of Suffering and the Cross 
Chesterton’s optimism towards existence, for which he is well known, has been widely 
criticised in the past and in the present day as being naïve and unrealistic in the face of a 
harsh world. Many have argued that it is all very well praising the wonders of the world, 
but how does this optimism hold up in the face of, at times, horrific suffering and 
catastrophe? This line of argument is commonly followed by a further concern: how can 
such an apparently personal, loving and merciful God as Chesterton came to believe in, 
permit so much suffering? Critics argue that Chesterton simply has no understanding of 
the immensity of suffering in the world, or that he allows an exuberantly optimistic 
disposition to override the reality. For instance, Chesterton’s contemporary Henry 
Murray wrote an article for the Bookman in 1910 arguing that: 
[Chesterton] seems almost completely ignorant of the existence of sorrow or 
suffering […] He has amused and tickled thousands, he has made hundreds 
laugh consumedly […] but I cannot imagine that he has ever given one solitary 
                                                          
5 Miles, Margaret. The Image and Practice of Holiness, p. 94. 
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individual a moist eye or a lump in the throat […] His boisterous optimism will 
not admit that there is anything to sorrow over in this best of all possible 
worlds.6 
 
Others, such as Benny Green in his essay ‘Defender of the Faith’, attack Chesterton for 
being a ‘tiresome trickster, politically a pantaloon’.7 But more importantly Green argues 
that when it came to Chesterton’s ‘religious philosophy’, he ‘always found it surprising 
that there was anyone to take it seriously.’ This critic claims that right from the very 
beginning of his career Chesterton seemed to have had ‘literary complaints about his 
relentless Christian optimism’.8 And even if some critics were willing to grant 
Chesterton ‘the accolade of serious review’ Green senses that they could not bring 
themselves to forgive ‘his antithetical cartwheels or his persistent jolly laughter in the 
Vale of Tears’.9 Such a comment as this last one by Green is crucial in relation to this 
particular chapter: I will be tackling this important criticism and offering a reason for 
Chesterton’s optimistic joy in times of suffering, or in the ‘Vale of Tears’ as Green calls 
it. In his doctoral thesis Thomas Hart suggested that Chesterton’s treatment of suffering 
was insufficient, expressing that: 
What is weak in Chesterton’s treatment of Christ is his handling of the centrally 
kerygmatic events of Christ’s death and resurrection. We saw a hint, in 
connection with the Book of Job, of the value Chesterton finds in Christ’s 
suffering and death, but in general he does not have too much to offer on the 
score of soteriology.10 
 
In his thesis on Chesterton’s concept of evil Mark Knight comments on the reasonable 
stance taken by Hart. Knight argues that although fair, Hart’s argument ‘does require 
some qualification’.11 He proceeds to lay out all of the areas in which he believes prove 
                                                          
6 Henry Murray, ‘A Man of Genius’, in The Critical Judgments, pp. 235-240 (pp. 237-238). 
7 Benny Green, in A Half Century of Views, pp. 343-344 (p. 343). 
8 Green, A Half Century of Views, p. 343. 
9 Green, A Half Century of Views, p. 343. 
10 Thomas N. Hart, G.K. Chesterton’s Case for Christianity (Unpublished doctoral thesis: Graduate 
Theological Union, 1974), p. 215. 
11 Mark James Knight, ‘The Concept of Evil in the Fiction of G.K. Chesterton: With Special Reference to 
His Use of the Grotesque’ (Doctoral thesis, Kings College London, 1999), p. 179. Knight has since 
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that Chesterton does at times write on the Cross. Knight is correct in claiming that a 
little of Chesterton’s view on the Cross is given in A.H. Baverstock’s The Unscathed 
Crucifix.12 In the ‘Preface’ to this book Chesterton writes that: ‘Mr. Baverstock has 
made [the Cross] the key to all kinds of suffering in a time when we all suffer […] He 
and we, after all the centuries, set up again this ancient ensign of wood against the 
ensigns of the new evils’.13 In his thesis Knight goes on to say that further evidence of 
Chesterton’s writing on the Cross – which he believes to be ‘Chesterton’s most 
sustained discussion’14 – can be found in The Everlasting Man.15 However, immediately 
after making this statement, Knight contends that even this discussion of Chesterton’s is 
not ‘elaborate’ enough in revealing the writer’s ‘soteriology’.16 Knight argues that a 
possible explanation for what seemed an apparently insufficient view of the Cross, 
especially with regards to the copious amount Chesterton wrote upon nearly every other 
subject, is that having been brought up as a Unitarian (a monotheistic religion), 
Chesterton was not familiar with the doctrines of sin and suffering, not to mention a 
suffering God who dies on a Cross.  
 
It is interesting to note that conversely there are writers who, with apparent ‘word of 
mouth’ evidence from Chesterton’s contemporaries, argue that Chesterton was rather 
obsessed with suffering and death, to the extent of even fearing it, which thus resulted in 
an avoidance of writing upon the subject. As Christopher Hollis states:  
Monsignor Knox once told me that Chesterton had in him something of Dr 
Johnson’s morbid obsession with the terrors of death. It is difficult to believe 
that a man like Chesterton, any more than a man like Johnson, had much need to 
expect a fearful fate from the verdict of a loving God. Yet it seems that his mind 
                                                                                                                                                                          
published a revised version of this thesis entitling it Chesterton and Evil (New York: Fordham University 
Press, 2004). 
12 A.H. Baverstock, The Unscathed Crucifix (London: The Faith Press, 1916).  
13 Chesterton, ‘Preface’, in The Unscathed Crucifix, p. 10. 
14 Knight, ‘Concept of Evil’, p. 179. 
15 I will of course be looking at Chesterton’s view on the Cross within The Everlasting Man a little later 
in this chapter. 
16 Knight, ‘The Concept of Evil’, p. 179. 
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was strangely not at ease. I do not think that Chesterton ever confided such fears 
to print. His innate reticence would have prevented such a public display [...] 
But I have no doubt that Monsignor Knox who knew him so intimately had good 
reason for saying what he said.17 
 
One possible explanation for Knox’s theory might be the trauma suffered by the young 
Chesterton at the death of his older sister Beatrice when she was eight; such was the 
trauma to the whole family that they moved soon after the tragedy.18  
 
Hollis goes on to surmise that Chesterton’s lack of writing on death as ‘an exciting 
adventure’ could be down to the fact that he did not feel entirely comfortable with ‘the 
traditionally orthodox teaching about final punishment’,19and therefore, not feeling able 
to take on the responsibility of publicly challenging it, Chesterton left the whole subject 
down to ‘an unknowable mystery. For whatever reason, the result was that Chesterton’s 
references to death in his published writings are very few’. 20  
 
Moreover, there are those who do argue that Chesterton was himself familiar with 
suffering (particularly a kind of spiritual struggle of the soul, which was reflected on in 
Chapter 3), sin and evil, therefore countering Henry Murray’s argument that Chesterton 
seemed ‘almost ignorant of the existence of sorrow or suffering’. In a recent book 
Ahlquist adamantly declares that Chesterton was no stranger to suffering: ‘Make no 
mistake: he grew up and came to understand sin and evil; he was not naïve about the 
                                                          
17 Christopher Hollis, The Mind of Chesterton, p. 289. 
18 According to Maisie Ward, soon after Beatrice’s death the family ‘moved’ from their home in 
Campden Hill ‘to Warwick Gardens’. She writes of how a childhood friend, Annie Firmin remembers that 
after their sister’s death, ‘“the little boys were never allowed to see a funeral. If one passed down 
Warwick Gardens, they were hustled from the nursery window at once. Possibly this was because Gilbert 
had such a fear of sickness or accident.”’(Ward, Gilbert, p. 16). Ker states that, ‘Their mother was told by 
her husband never again to mention Birdie’s [Beatrice’s pet name] name, and her portrait was turned to 
the wall […] Annie Firmin, recalled how [Chesterton] would rush from the room if his younger brother 
gave the slightest sign of choking at meals.’ (Ker. G.K. Chesterton, p. 11). Also quoting Annie Firmin, 
Michael Ffinch illustrates that when Chesterton’s father lay dying on his death-bed, ‘“it was only with 
real pain and difficulty that [Chesterton] summoned sufficient fortitude to see the dying man”’. (Ffinch, 
G.K. Chesterton: A Biography (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1986), p. 10. 
19 Hollis, The Mind, p. 289-290 
20 Hollis, The Mind, p. 290. 
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darkness that clouds the human soul.’21 And in their biographies on Chesterton, both 
Oddie and Ker respectively write on Chesterton’s personal experience and 
understanding of suffering. They speak of the impact these experiences had on him and 
the perceptions that he formed as a result; they go on to discuss how they affected his 
future writing and eventual conversion to Christianity. Both Ker and Oddie devote a 
sizeable section to Chesterton’s experience of sin, evil and the mystery of suffering at 
the Slade School of Art,22 which then led to an eventual and serious interest in the life 
and death of Christ. Oddie states that ‘it was not Impressionism, or even subjectivism, 
that brought Chesterton to the edge of mental and emotional breakdown, to the period in 
his life he was to look back on later with such horror. His revulsion was against 
[Decadence] and is not to be dismissed as reflecting simply his own morbid frame of 
mind at the time’.23 Later in the biography he writes: ‘One effect of the decadent school 
for Chesterton was profoundly to depress him, or at least to mirror the state of morbid 
depression into which he fell, intermittently, during his year at the Slade.’24 
 
Stratford Caldecott makes the observation that the lack of Chesterton’s writing on the 
Cross might simply be down to style; suggesting that the subject of the Passion of Christ 
did not suit his optimistic and vibrant attitude towards life: ‘Compared to his remarks on 
Christmas, Chesterton’s comments on Easter – the Passion and the Resurrection –
occupy little space […] The reason is not that he took less interest in the Cross than the 
Crib or took it less seriously, but that it lends itself less easily to his kind of 
commentary.’25 However, although not a subject he wrote upon as fulsomely as others, I 
                                                          
21 Dale Ahlquist, Common Sense 101: Lessons from G.K. Chesterton (San Francisco: Ignatius Press; 
2006), p. 38. 
22 I have written on the importance of Chesterton’s experience at the Slade in connection with his 
conversion to Christianity earlier in Chapter 3. 
23 Oddie, Romance of Orthodoxy, p. 105. 
24 Oddie, Romance of Orthodoxy, p. 112. 
25 Caldecott, ‘Was Chesterton a Theologian?’, p. 474. 
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shall be arguing that Chesterton has written a sufficient amount upon the Cross; he does 
not always write overtly on the subject, but the themes upon which he wrote are enough 
to allow his readers to know where Chesterton stood on the doctrines of the Death and 
Resurrection of Christ. The idea I hope to convey is that Chesterton’s understanding of 
the Cross is a balanced view – for he does not sway too much towards suffering and the 
Cross nor towards the Resurrection – and that this is due to what seemed a consistent 
belief that both the Death and Resurrection of Christ are of equal value; that it is 
impossible to have one without the other.  
 
Therefore, as a result of this balance it could be argued that Chesterton was neither 
obsessed with death nor avoided the subject. But, if it seemed that his optimism and 
obvious happiness for being alive outweighs the more serious discussions on suffering 
or the passion of Christ, then it could be argued that this was simply because his 
thinking was founded on the theological teaching that all is made new again only 
through the Cross, through death; that because of the Resurrection Christians should 
live their lives in joy and full of hope, even amidst times of hardship and suffering – 
that he did indeed believe the ‘Good News’. Reflecting on the mysterious sign 
Chesterton used to make in the air as he lit his cigar, a sign which his secretary Dorothy 
Collins confirms was ‘the Sign of the Cross’,26 Ward writes that everything in human 
life for Chesterton ‘took the pattern of the Cross’:27 
He saw the Cross signed by God on the trees as their branches spread to right 
and left: he saw it signed by man as he shaped a paling or a door post. The habit 
grew upon him of making it constantly: in the air with his match, as he lit his 
cigar, over a cup of coffee. As he entered a room he would make on the door the 
sign of our Redemption. No, we must never pity him even when his life was 
pressed upon by that sign which stands for joy through pain.28  
 
                                                          
26 Ward, Gilbert, p. 550. 
27 Ward, Gilbert, p. 551. 
28 Ward, Gilbert, p. 551. 
203 
 
Knight does offer one final explanation to Chesterton’s critics for his apparent lack of 
soteriological material in his writing, and it makes for a very convincing argument. He 
suggests that evidence of Chesterton’s view of the Cross is not to be found in detailed 
discussions, but rather, in his use of symbolism: ‘we might simply explain the lack of 
detail by remembering that he was a highly symbolic thinker and writer who was quite 
prone to ignoring such details’.29 In the midst of this chapter, and alongside his prose, I 
will provide examples not only of Chesterton’s use of symbolism, but of various forms 
of figurative language as a way of explaining how the Cross can be used as a way to 
holiness in the ordinary. To do this I will be taken extracts from the writer’s epic poem 
The Ballad of the White Horse, his biography St Francis of Assisi and other relevant 
poetic pieces.  
 
I shall be contending in this chapter that Chesterton’s ‘chief idea’ – which seemed so 
important to him – plays a fundamental role in enabling any ordinary layperson in this 
life to become holy in the everyday. This ‘chief idea’ simply involves the practice of 
faith, hope, love and thanksgiving in the here and now. Chesterton wrote a considerable 
quantity on his ‘chief idea’ somewhat as a reaction against, and as a solution to, the 
historic problems that have been connected to Christian asceticism. Before I undergo a 
full examination of what is involved in Chesterton’s understanding of the Cross in 
relation to the practice of holiness in daily life, I will first explore the issues that have 
occurred in Christian asceticism and the relevance of Chesterton’s understanding of 
them, as well as his response to them. 
 
 
 
                                                          
29 Knight, ‘Chesterton’s Concept of Evil’, p. 180. 
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2. Christian Asceticism: Elitist and Otherworldly? 
As highlighted, there are theologians who argue that the Christian teaching of 
asceticism has been incorrectly associated with harsh practices of self-denial and the 
infliction of misery upon the self. Such a perception of asceticism is reflected upon by 
Sheldrake. Quoting a New Testament teaching ‘“Those who belong to Christ Jesus have 
crucified the flesh with its passions and desires” (Gal. 5:24)’,30 Sheldrake discusses how 
misunderstandings of the meaning of asceticism can be due to literal applications of 
Christ’s call to ‘crucify’ or ‘deny the flesh.’ According to Sheldrake such 
misunderstandings of the call to deny, or even die to the self and carry one’s Cross, has 
meant that much of Christian tradition has been accused of ‘treating the human body 
simply as a prison, pleasure as self-indulgence, and the world as a ‘vale of tears’ which 
we have to transcend or merely survive’.31 As a result of misconstruing Christ’s 
teaching on self-denial, Sheldrake argues that a proper enjoyment of God’s gift of 
Creation is lost and instead asceticism becomes associated with an ‘unreal’ and ‘sub-
Christian’ distinction between the spiritual and material, or an unbalanced focus on the 
next world which has no room for commitment to this world: ‘When people say, for 
example, that “He’s a real ascetic” it is all too often shorthand for “What a kill-joy!”’32 
It is argued that such a misunderstanding of asceticism arose as a result of Christianity 
coming into contact with ‘Dualism’.33 
                                                          
30 Sheldrake, Images of Holiness, p. 33. 
31 Sheldrake, p. 33. 
32 Sheldrake, p. 33. 
33 According to academics in Christology there has always been a debate between those who believe in 
the divinity of Christ but not the humanity, and vice- versa. That Christ could be both human and divine 
has found to be an impossible concept to grasp for many throughout history. In his Word Become Flesh: 
Dimensions of Christology, Brian McDermott writes on the problematic misunderstandings that have 
occurred as a result of misinterpretations of the statement, ‘the Word became flesh’ (1:14) in the prologue 
to John’s Gospel. McDermott writes that: ‘this is a biblical way of saying that the Word of God became a 
human being, in all its mortality, frailty, and contingency. “Flesh” in this context refers to the whole 
human being and not just a part of that reality. When Christianity moved into Hellenistic-Gentile areas, 
the word “flesh” became restricted to a part of the whole person, which was contrasted with another part 
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According to Jürgen Moltmann it was Justin the first Church father who began the 
reverence of the philosopher Plato and expressed ideas of divine transcendence and of 
an ideal, spiritual world above the natural world: ‘The yearning of the next world now 
took the place of the messianic hope.’34 Chesterton also comments on the negative 
influence of Platonism upon the early Church in St Thomas Aquinas. He argues that 
‘theologians had somewhat stiffened into a sort of Platonic pride in the possession of 
intangible and untranslatable truths within; as if no part of their wisdom had any root 
anywhere in the real world’.35 Before the transition from messianic hope to Gnostic36 
redemption, Moltmann argues that God’s Spirit was believed to be life’s source; after 
the change however, the Spirit was then believed to have been the saving power for the 
soul, freeing it from the destruction of the body. Because the redemption was now 
spiritualised, ‘the flesh’ was associated with the body and earthly drives and needs: 
‘The Platonic dualism of body and soul and the Gnostic contempt for the body forced 
Christianity into the mould of a corresponding religion of redemption.’37   
 
In the Christian Spirituality Bulletin Bernard McGinn wrote on ‘The Letter and the 
Spirit’. Here he emphasises how the ‘Christian opposition between the “flesh” (sarx) 
                                                                                                                                                                          
termed “spirit.” This division would inevitably pose problems for Christianity and its proclamation of the 
integral good news’. This excerpt has been taken from the chapter ‘Jesus Christ, the First of the New 
Humanity’, (Minnesota: The Liturgical Press, 1993), pp.193-248 (p. 198).  
34 Moltmann, The source of Life, p. 75.  
35 Chesterton, St. Thomas Aquinas, p. 429. Furthermore, Miles argues that manuals of practical instruction 
put pressure on the religious to turn away from the world of the body and its desires and drives, towards a 
cultivation of an interior life, where one would be free of the temptations of the world and experience 
perfect union with God: ‘Put simply, conceiving the social world, the natural world, and one’s own body 
as enemies provided the provocation and energy for the performance of the mental and physical exercises 
by which one mounted to God.’ Miles, The Image and Practice of Holiness p. 69. 
36 Gnosticism is a dualistic religion which holds that human life is imprisoned in an evil creation 
controlled by sinister forces. Salvation depends on knowledge about God which liberates people from the 
created order. It denies the full humanity of Christ, the validity of the New and Old Testament and the 
authority of the Church. It is a soteriological system, which maintains that ‘there exists an utterly 
transcendent God who has willed to send  a bearer of divine enlightenment  into the (fallen) created order, 
so that those human beings [...] can be led out of the evil material reality and into the kingdom of truth 
and goodness.’ Robert A. Krieg, ‘Gnosticism’, in The HarperCollins Encyclopedia of Catholicism, p. 
563. 
37 Moltmann, The Source of Life, p. 75.      
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and “spirit” originally had nothing to do with a dualistic anthropology contrasting body 
and soul’.38 The original teaching was that if a person chose to live a life according to 
the ‘flesh’ it would mean a life fulfilling their own egotistic desires and drives; and a 
life lived according to the ‘spirit’ would mean choosing to live according to the will of 
God; that the spirit is not an otherworldly ideal and the body/physical world 
contemptible and completely driven by evil tendencies. Both McGinn and Moltmann 
highlight that the patristic fathers fought to harmonise the dualism arising within 
Christianity: ‘They inserted the phrase “the resurrection of the body” or “the flesh” into 
the Apostles’ Creed, and called “the flesh” “the key to salvation”.39 However, despite 
many attempts to resolve the problem, dualistic tendencies would continue to surface, 
even up to the present time. According to these theologians it has become difficult in 
present times to explain to a layperson that asceticism does not necessarily mean body-
denying and painful acts of torment in order to achieve holiness. Asceticism, correctly 
understood, means helping a person focus on and distinguish between the good and bad 
tendencies, and training oneself towards a more perfected self (living according to the 
will of God), through methods of controlling appetites and of a focus upon good 
thoughts. Miles claims that ‘Modern authors’: 
[…] frequently do not attempt to discriminate between the gentle dehabituating 
practices advised by many historical authors and the harsh practices involving 
self-induced pain, which get far more attention. Clearly, asceticism does not 
appeal to modern people. It was frequently rationalized on an explicitly dualistic 
model of human being, and the more severe practices that damaged the body and 
sometimes caused premature death seem to us singularly dissonant in the 
religion of “the Word made Flesh.”40     
 
Like Miles and Sheldrake and the other theologians I have quoted here, Chesterton too 
believed that the historic understanding of the Christian practice of asceticism had been 
                                                          
38 Bernard McGinn, ‘The Letter and the Spirit: Spirituality as an Academic Discipline’, in Christian 
Spirituality Bulletin: Journal of the Society for the Study of Christian Spirituality, Vol. 1, No. 2 (Fall: 
1993), p. 3. 
39 Moltmann, The Source of Life, p. 75. 
40 Miles, The Image and Practice, p. 94.  
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warped and thus led many laypeople into thinking that asceticism is only for the 
cloisters, and those that had the time or ability to become holy, as he writes in his work 
Varied Types: ‘Asceticism is a thing which, in its very nature, we tend in these days to 
misunderstand’,41 and a little later in this book he states that:  
We look at the rise of Christianity, and conceive it as a rise of self-abnegation 
and almost of pessimism. It does not occur to us that the mere assertion that this 
raging and confounding universe is governed by justice and mercy is a piece of 
staggering optimism fit to set all men capering.42  
 
Thus, for Chesterton, the discipline of the soul should not be something that frightens 
off the ordinary man or woman, or a teaching that God is only interested in those that 
have a heroic ability to undergo extreme practices of self-abnegation and thus achieve 
holiness; rather, Chesterton’s idea of asceticism (as I intend to show within this chapter) 
would come under what Miles signals as one of the ‘gentle dehabituating practices’43 of 
historical writers.   
 
Once Chesterton had established a strong belief in the teachings of Christianity he was 
to spend his life defending it. The once Unitarian-thinking Chesterton who had in his 
early years been brought up to believe only in the humanity of Christ, was to enter into 
the historic debate on the dual nature of Christ, believing Christ (as was examined in 
Chapter 4) to be both human and divine. This chapter hopes to show that Chesterton 
defended Christianity against the claims that it taught an earthly/body-denying 
asceticism like the Gnostics and Manichees to which it was likened; an accusation 
which suggested that Christianity leaned more on the divine nature of God away from 
the humanity, and therefore understood as being more of an other-worldly and elitist 
spirituality. Chesterton tackled the accusation that early Christianity was simply an 
                                                          
41 Chesterton, Varied Types (New York: Dodd, Mead & Company, 1903), p. 59. 
42 Chesterton, Varied Types, p. 63.  
43 Margaret R. Miles, Practicing Christianity: Critical Perspectives for an Embodied Spirituality (Eugene 
OR: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 1988) p. 94. 
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ascetic and gloomy religion. The following statement is an example Chesterton gives of 
a modern critic of his day making this exact accusation:   
Christianity was above all a movement of ascetics, a rush into the desert, a 
refuge in the cloister, a renunciation of all life and happiness; and this was a part 
of a gloomy and inhuman reaction against nature itself, a hatred of the body, a 
horror of the material universe, a sort of universal suicide of the senses and even 
of the self.44 
 
Chesterton shows in St Thomas Aquinas that even his own contemporaries were still 
suspicious of modern-day Catholicism and its practice of asceticism: 
Because it is uncommon for an alderman to fast for forty days, or a politician to 
take a Trappist vow of silence, or a man about town to live a life of strict 
celibacy, the average outsider is convinced, not only that Catholicism is nothing 
except asceticism, but that asceticism is nothing except pessimism.45 
 
According to Chesterton, the Church’s view of asceticism is not anti-natural but teaches 
of the importance of practicing asceticism as the only possible way to purge the sins of 
the world; it is ‘the thesis that there are no bad things, but only bad uses of things’,46 
and as he states in The Everlasting Man: ‘The creed declared that man was sinful, but it 
did not declare that life was evil’.47 Asceticism was traditionally practiced in order that 
Christians could once again recognise and enjoy the goodness of their own creation, of 
the created world around them and lead a good life which God had originally intended 
them to do before the fall. It could be argued, therefore, that Chesterton’s rejection of a 
way of holiness which is body-denying and entirely transcendental – wherein he 
disregards the dualistic suggestion that the interior life is the only true way to saintliness 
– is in tune with the thinking of contemporary theologians. It is the argument that the 
body/nature is just as crucial as the spiritual realm in the formation of Christian 
holiness. Using the figure of St Augustine as an example, Chesterton writes: 
                                                          
44 Chesterton, Everlasting, p. 354. 
45 Chesterton, Aquinas, p. 482. 
46 Chesterton, Aquinas, p. 485. 
47 Chesterton, Everlasting, p. 356. 
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As long as he was a mere man of the world, a mere man drifting with his time, 
he actually was a Manichean […] But when he became a Catholic, the people he 
instantly turned on and rent in pieces were the Manicheans. The Catholic way of 
putting it is that he left off being a pessimist to become an ascetic. But as the 
pessimists interpreted asceticism, it might be said that he left off being ascetic to 
become a saint.48  
  
 
 
2.1 Asceticism and St Francis of Assisi 
 
It would now be useful to examine the figure St Francis of Assisi, a saint whose sanctity 
is related to a strict form of asceticism, whereby he renounced family life, a comfortable 
home, a career, money and any kind of worldly possession. This he did in order to care 
for lepers and those less fortunate than himself, in absolute poverty so that he could 
become holy. It is perhaps understandable that many laypeople would question how 
such a strict life could be a model of holiness for modern Christians to follow, whilst 
they work in their busy offices and factories, and carry out the roles in a modern family. 
St Francis’ way of holiness does appear to have been drastic, excessively ascetic and not 
just unworldly, but out of touch with the world. Eric Doyle also writes in his theological 
work St Francis and the Song of Brotherhood regarding this understanding some people 
have of St Francis’ way of holy living: 
A lot of people in our time, I think, do pause to read the lesson of St Francis’s 
life and perhaps more now than ever before. But what happens is they conclude 
it is lovely and attractive but also utterly unrealistic for us. Wistfully they lay 
aside the story of his life and resign themselves to things as they are.49 
   
Chesterton makes a similar point in the opening of his biography St Francis of Assisi. 
Here he sketches the different ways people have written about St Francis. What 
Chesterton notices about the various biographies on the Saint, is the way writers such as 
Renan or Matthew Arnold are content to praise St Francis until they are ‘stopped by 
                                                          
48 Chesterton, Everlasting, p. 357. 
49 Eric Doyle O.F.M., St. Francis and the Song of Brotherhood (London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd, 
1980), p. 6.   
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their prejudices’.50 Chesterton argues that as soon as St Francis does something they do 
not understand or agree with, ‘they simply turned their backs on the whole business and 
“walked no more with him.”’51 What such writers objected to was the Saint’s ascetical 
theology, which Chesterton remarked was ‘ignored or dismissed as a contemporary 
accident’.52 Chesterton contends that those who write on the life of St Francis in the 
‘second way’, by portraying the figure of St Francis as a remote and almost intimidating 
type of ‘hero’, will only alienate their readers from the saints. He states how the 
‘modern’ writer:  
[…] can stamp the whole history with the Stigmata, record fasts like fights 
against a dragon; till in the vague modern mind St. Francis is as dark a figure as 
St. Dominic. In short, he can produce what many in our world will regard as a 
sort of photographic negative […] Such a study of St. Francis would be 
unintelligible to anyone who does not share his religion, perhaps only partly 
intelligible to anyone who does not share his vocation […] The only difficulty 
about doing the thing in this way is that it cannot be done. It would really require 
a saint to write the life of a saint.53  
 
This scientific or what Chesterton named as a ‘rationalistic’54 way of portraying the 
sanctity of St Francis leaves out the fundamental reason for his self-denying behaviour.  
They do not, as Chesterton does in his own biography, reconcile the relationship 
between austerity and gaiety. However, Chesterton’s own biography also came under 
attack by various contemporary critics. In an ‘unsigned’ critical review published in The 
New York Times in March 1924, it was suggested that Chesterton’s own personal 
religious belief had unfortunately affected his ‘reason’ and therefore made his 
biography St Francis of Assisi unreliable for reading and critical reference: ‘The same 
gustiness is apparent, the same sweeping acceptance of dogma and the same child-like 
                                                          
50 Chesterton, Collected Works Volume II: St Francis of Assisi, p. 28. 
51 Chesterton, St Francis, p. 28. 
52 Chesterton, St Francis, p. 25. 
53 Chesterton, St Francis, p. 26. 
54 Chesterton, St Francis, p. 29. 
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faith in willful miracles’.55 The anonymous writer states that Chesterton’s biography of 
St Francis – apparently being nothing less than an exposition of his own personality and 
beliefs – is overly reverent and apologetic in its approach, desiring ‘his readers to accept 
St Francis for what [Chesterton] thinks he was and not as the ragged being who went 
about talking familiarly with animals’.56 It may be a fact that Chesterton defended St 
Francis and writes highly of him, mainly because of his admiration for this particular 
Saint. However, Chesterton writes a biography which does seem to do a little more than 
tell a story of a seemingly strange ‘ragged being’ who spoke to animals. Perhaps this 
critic would fall into the category of writers who Chesterton suggests desire to leave 
religion out of the story and who, whenever faced with the drama of the stigmata or 
hair-shirt, instantly erase such events from the life of a saint simply because they do not 
understand them.  
 
This anonymous critic also suggested that Chesterton ‘has never rationalized the 
supernatural aspects of the Christian religion, as his readers know, and he has never 
brought a saint down to the status of an ordinary man’.57 Here is an example of a critic 
who believes Chesterton does not succeed in what he actually set out to do and 
successfully achieves: which was to help his readers relate more to the life and character 
of St Francis. This critic goes on to say that the ‘facts’ are unreliable due to his 
defensive approach: ‘Facts have become secondary to argument and reasoning and 
exposition. Instead of being concerned with the “what” of an act, the book is mainly 
concerned with the “why.”’ 58 It seems however that Chesterton was not intending to 
write solely about what happened in St Francis’ life, but desired to do something 
theologically deeper:  
                                                          
55 Critical Judgments, p. 403. 
56 Critical Judgments, p. 403. 
57 Critical Judgments, p. 403. 
58 Critical Judgments, p. 404. 
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I am here addressing the ordinary modern man, sympathetic but sceptical, and I 
can only rather hazily hope that, by approaching the great saint’s story through 
what is evidently picturesque and popular about it, I may at least leave the reader 
understanding a little more than he did before of the consistency of a complete 
character; that […] we may at least get a glimmering of why the poet who 
praised his lord the sun, often hid himself in a dark cavern [...] of why the singer 
who rejoiced in the strength and gaiety of the fire deliberately rolled himself in 
the snow.59  
 
In contrast to the anonymous critic of The New York Times Patrick Braybrooke, who 
wrote his own biography of Chesterton, understood and believed that Chesterton did 
achieve his wish to bring the ascetical saint’s life down to earth. Braybrooke contends 
that Chesterton’s St Francis of Assisi ‘succeeds admirably in doing what Mr. Chesterton 
means it to do. That is, it is the type of book which will make the ordinary [person] 
interested in a Saint.’60  
 
One perceives an immense enthusiasm within Chesterton’s writing, particularly when 
desiring to make Christianity and the imitation of Christ an everyday part of a person’s 
life. For example, after studying a statement made by Cardinal Newman, ‘“if Antichrist 
is like Christ, Christ I suppose is like Antichrist”’,61 Chesterton then cleverly applies the 
simile to St Francis in order to remind his readers of something he suggests ‘most of us’ 
have forgotten. Chesterton explains that if St Francis was like Christ, then it means 
Christ was like St Francis; therefore the figure of Christ is no longer a remote and 
abstract being within the reader’s mind but now, with the help of Chesterton’s literary 
skill, He is rather a human being just like Francis, who had to deal with everyday 
circumstances and failures. Therefore, the road to holiness is no longer a distant and 
remote goal for the reader, but something that may be attained by any person and in any 
time. Having started out as an ordinary person, Chesterton suggests to the Christian that 
                                                          
59 Chesterton, St Francis, p. 27. 
60 Patrick Braybrooke, Gilbert Keith Chesterton (London: Chelsea Publishing Company, 1922), p. 126. 
61 Chesterton, St Francis, pp. 103-4. 
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learning to imitate and focus upon St Francis’ virtues could provide them with a way to 
live out Christ’s message:  
And my present point is that it is really very enlightening to realise that Christ 
was like St. Francis. What I mean is this; that if men find certain riddles and 
hard sayings in the story of Galilee, and if they find the answers to those riddles 
in the story of Assisi, it really does show that a secret has been handed down in 
one religious tradition and no other. It shows that the casket that was locked in 
Palestine can be unlocked in Umbria; for the Church is the keeper of the keys.62 
 
By suggesting this, Christ is made to feel a lot closer to us. When Chesterton understood 
more himself of the ‘why’ of St Francis’ ascetic actions, he seems to have realised the 
importance of explaining to his readers ‘how’ the Saint would have regarded his ascetic 
actions as ordinary himself, simply because they were done purely out of love for his 
Creator who had first given him life;63 for anyone can love God and act out of that love 
in the circumstances of their daily life. As shown here, through literary techniques 
Chesterton helps to make it clearer within his readers’ minds that the heroic lives which 
the saints witness to the world, are not intended to alienate or fill the average good 
person with fear and dread, and that this sort of austere, self-denying life is not what is 
expected of them in their own everyday lives. 
 
In his biography Chesterton describes St Francis as a hero. However, he does not relate 
the word ‘hero’ to images of other-worldly, super-human strengths and powers, but a 
heroism that can be achieved with normal human characteristics; except what is needed 
to become a hero in this sense, is simply the desire to love God and become that which 
God had made us for: an ordinary ‘human’ in union with their Creator: ‘[Francis] could 
be presented, not only as a human but a humanitarian hero; indeed as the first hero of 
humanism.’64   
                                                          
62 Chesterton, St Francis, p. 104. 
63 I will be speaking upon this particular theme later on in this chapter. 
64 Chesterton, St Francis, p. 25.  
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Chesterton uses a further analogy to reveal St Francis as a more familiar figure for the 
reader. By using the mirror as a metaphor, Chesterton suggests that just as the moon is 
the mirror of the sun, so then St Francis is the mirror of Christ. The light of the sun is 
far too bright and powerful to look at. The moon however, not as blinding – its own 
light being a reflected image of the sun – is far more visible and nearer to us. In the 
same way, Christ, although human, was still the God of all. Like the sun He is further 
away from us in His holiness and supernatural state, perhaps making it difficult for 
some to use Him as a familiar spiritual guide. However, like the moon, Chesterton 
suggests Francis is nearer to us, because being human and having attained sanctity as an 
ordinary person, the Christian is able to imagine reaching similar heights of holiness: 
St. Francis is nearer to us, and being a mere man like ourselves is in that sense 
more imaginable. Being necessarily less of a mystery, he does not, for us, so 
much open his mouth in mysteries. […] it follows that [Christ’s] circumstances 
are more alien to us than those of an Italian monk such as we might meet even 
to-day.65 
 
For Chesterton, the importance of writing a book on St Francis was to correct what 
critics have presented throughout the centuries: that St Francis’ way of holiness was a 
complete mystery, that it was unrealistic for mere humans, and that it was perhaps a gift 
from God for an elite few. Chesterton’s thesis is that St Francis’ way of holiness was 
relatable for ordinary Christians; which was a radical departure theologically. 
Chesterton was less interested in the popular biographies available in his lifetime, which 
portrayed St Francis purely as an eccentric, attractive nature-lover. Doyle states that 
those who are turned off by the seemingly austere life of St Francis are 
misunderstanding his message of living in the natural world, of the carrying out of their 
everyday, ‘human’ and imperfect lives in accordance with the Gospel message of Jesus:  
                                                                                                                                                                          
In Chapter 4 on Chesterton’s concept of the Incarnation, I illustrated and commented upon how 
Chesterton also spoke of the Holy Family as being ‘something more human than humanity.’ Everlasting 
Man, p. 317. 
65 Chesterton, St Francis, p. 104. 
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What is primary is his humanity, and it is surely this that explains why he is 
loved and revered by people from very different backgrounds more than seven 
hundred and fifty years after his death […] Francis belongs to that rare group66 
of holy men and women who become more human through their holiness. 
Mahatma Gandhi, Dag Hammarskjold, Helda Camara and Mother Teresa of 
Calcutta in our time are new examples of this same process. They all prove the 
principle that grace does not destroy but perfects nature.67  
 
Given this, how do holy people like St Francis, as both Chesterton and Doyle suggest, 
‘become more human through their holiness’? How does grace perfect nature? What is 
so important about the humanity or the ordinariness of a person in the development of 
their holiness?  
 
2.2 Asceticism and the Re-Ordering of Fallen Free Will 
Chapter 3 explored the literary devices Chesterton used in his writing to awaken people 
from a sense of familiarity with Creation, and the importance of re-developing within 
themselves a sense of awe and wonder towards God’s Creation. I am contending within 
this chapter then, how the teaching of the Cross of Christ helps the Christian recover 
that lost ‘primary purity and innocence’68 touched upon in Chapter 3 and illustrated in 
the humility, lowliness and poverty of the Christ-child in Chapter 4. I am examining the 
importance of what Chesterton argued as ‘the chief idea of my life’,69 which was the 
importance of not taking things for granted, but rather an ascetic practice of what he 
                                                          
66 My italics. It seems for Doyle then that the ‘rare group’ is not, as is sometimes assumed, made up of 
men and women who are holy through austere otherworldly practices of asceticism, but consists of those 
who have discovered the true meaning of being fully human. Thus ironically, the ‘rare group’ held up as 
the heroes of humanity according to Doyle, are the ordinary, ‘more human’ men and women perfecting 
their relationship with God, with creation and others in the everyday. 
67 Doyle, p. 34 
68 Chesterton, ‘Science and the Fall of Man’ (September 28th, 1907), in Collected Works, Volume. XXVII: 
The Illustrated London News (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1986), pp. 557-562 (p. 561). 
69 Chesterton, Auto, p. 320. 
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called ‘a sort of mystical minimum of gratitude’;70 that by carrying out such a practice, a 
person can indeed become more human through their holiness.  
According to Chesterton, the experience of joy and a constant sense of happiness are 
what people would now possess if they had not fallen: ‘A man and woman are put in a 
garden on condition that they do not eat one fruit: they eat it, and lose their joy in all the 
fruits of the earth’,71 and in Orthodoxy he writes: ‘An apple is eaten, and the hope of 
God is gone.’72 Chesterton spoke of the undertaking of Christian asceticism as being 
founded upon the ‘Doctrine of Conditional Joy’.73 For Chesterton, this is a doctrine 
which teaches how ‘all happiness hangs on one thin veto’.74 Comparing the fallen world 
to fairyland – which had originally taught Chesterton that happiness ‘hangs upon a 
thread’75 – was thus a lesson on morality which he came to find out later, had already 
‘been discovered by Christianity’.76 Chesterton states how ‘all virtue is in an “if.” […] 
All the dizzy and colossal things conceded depend upon one small thing withheld. All 
the wild and whirling things that are let loose depend upon one thing that is 
forbidden.’77  
 
Thus for Chesterton, in order for fallen Mankind to recover their lost purity, innocence 
and joy and become once again reunited with their Creator, it is necessary first of all to 
                                                          
70 Chesterton, Auto, p. 97. 
71 Chesterton, ‘The Ethics of Fairy Tales’ (February 29th, 1908), in Collected Works, Volume. XXVIII: The 
Illustrated London News 1908-1910 (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1987), p. 55. 
72 Chesterton, Orthodoxy, p. 259. 
73 Chesterton, Orthodoxy, p. 258. 
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76 Chesterton, Orthodoxy, p. 252. Stating that the ‘Doctrine of Conditional Joy’ can be found in fairy 
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preservation of goodness in the soul and a turning away from evil: ‘My first and last philosophy, that 
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Orthodoxy, p. 252.  
77 Chesterton, Orthodoxy, p. 258.  
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turn away from the evils of the fall and become dependent upon, and obedient to, the 
teachings of Christ. However, this ‘Doctrine’ which Chesterton illustrates, is not the 
suggestion that God harshly wills people out of severe punishment to restrain 
themselves before they can be happy, or that He desires them to undergo pain (that can 
come with turning away from one’s sins) before He will bring Himself to reward them. 
Rather, it is the unfortunate reality of the fallen world that a person cannot experience 
joy whilst they are a slave to sin; for joy does not exist in the realms of evil, but only in 
the society of God. As Fagerberg explains:   
The doctrine of conditional joy does not describe accidental conditions which 
must be met before joy will be released by whatever fate is restraining it (as it is 
necessary to eat your vegetables before your parents will give you desert); the 
doctrine rather describes the ontological conditions necessary to the experience 
of joy (as it is necessary to eat to live, or to open your eyes to see). That a 
disordered will cannot love properly is not arbitrarily decreed, it is a state 
impossible by definition. To love properly requires an ordered will. Asceticism 
is not the condition (as “price”) God demands before God will permit us to 
enjoy the world, it is the condition (as “capacity”) for enjoying the world.78 
 
When Chesterton writes about the Catholic Church in his work The Thing, one could 
argue that the description he gives of how a person is made for ‘Beatitude’ was, perhaps 
for Chesterton, the final result of having carried out the reordering of wayward desires. 
He states that ‘for Catholics it is a fundamental dogma of the Faith that all human 
beings, without any exception whatever, were specially made, were shaped and pointed 
like shining arrows, for the end of hitting the mark of Beatitude.’79 Not only is this 
analogy of the human soul being compared to a glistening arrow attractive to the reader, 
but it is also a very vivid and descriptive image which again helps the reader to see what 
is invisible: the human soul. We are now able to visualise clearly through the image of 
an arrow how the soul is especially created with a definite purpose, and like an arrow, 
made for – and pointed in – the direction of Heaven. Basil Hume speaks of the 
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experience of a person reaching ‘Beatitude’, and it seems that the elements which make 
up this overall experience are what constitute Chesterton’s idea of the soul when it has 
reached holiness: of a humble and lowly wonder and innocent joy, of a continual act of 
thanksgiving and a deep love of God and one’s neighbours:80 
[…] we shall see God as he is in himself. That will be a moment of ecstasy, the 
perfect union of our limitless capacity to love with that which is most loveable. 
The sight of that which is most beautiful will call forth from us a song of endless 
joy, a song born of wonder and admiration. We shall have achieved that 
perfection for which we were made: to love God, and all persons in him, and to 
praise him in his glory for all time.81 
 
Along with the Christian tradition on holiness and asceticism, it does seem therefore, 
that Chesterton’s ‘Doctrine of Conditional Joy’ is also a lesson which teaches the reader 
how the reordering of wayward desires is required in order for a person to achieve 
holiness; that happiness depends upon the humility of a soul and the extinguishing of 
the sin of pride (the desire to be superior to God).82 It is the teaching that because 
Mankind has sinned, it is necessary to put order back into the soul. Only by purifying 
the soul of its vices, of its sins, will joy in its fullest degree be experienced once again 
as it had been before the fall. As Sheldrake stresses: 
Spirituality is concerned with coming to terms with divided hearts, with 
the proper channeling of desire […] with getting our confused desires in some 
kind of order. For this reason those seeking to know God and to be known have 
invariably developed theories about those practices which will be effective 
means to assist the deepening knowledge of self and of God.83 
 
A good example of Chesterton teaching his readers of this need to purify and renew the 
soul can be found in The Ballad of the White Horse.84 Some critics have argued that this 
                                                          
80 It is my intention to examine these elements which appear to make-up Chesterton’s understanding of 
holiness later in this chapter.  
81 Cardinal Basil Hume, The Mystery of the Cross (London: Darton, Longman and Todd Ltd, 1998) p. 66.  
82 I will be further examining Chesterton’s understanding of the sin of pride and the soul’s requirement of 
humility later in this chapter. 
83 Sheldrake, Images of Holiness, p. 32.  
84 The White Horse is a vast cutting into the hillside of an ancient Celtic white horse thought to be more 
than four thousand years old. Folklore suggests that it was under the shadow of the White Horse, actually 
in the Vale of the Celtic design, that the decisive battle between King Alfred and the Danes took place: 
the Battle of Ethandune of 878 (Eddington). It is taught that the Danish and Pagan King and his army 
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poem consists of a racial battle and not a religious one. In his essay ‘Redemption and 
Renewal in The Ballad of the White Horse’ John Coates argues that to deny the Ballad 
of its religious factor ‘drains’ the story ‘of meaning’.85 Coates states that ‘Chesterton’s 
insistence on the crucial nature of Alfred’s Christianity was unusual in popular accounts 
of the King current when The Ballad of the White Horse appeared’.86 Coates proceeds to 
argue that it is only through its spiritual meaning that the story of Alfred’s battle with 
the Danes is worth telling and relevant to the reader, and that a leaving out, or a ‘playing 
down of Alfred’s religious belief led to odd results’.87  
 
In agreement with Coates, the most important teaching that comes through in the poem 
on King Alfred and the battle with the Danes is the preservation of Christianity against 
the terror and destruction of evil. As Coates suggests: ‘Alfred’s victory was an episode 
in a perennial struggle between meaning and nihilism; between the spirit that denies and 
destroys and that by which life can be preserved.’88 But of more importance to this 
thesis is in the fact that Chesterton is teaching his readers how to tackle the problem of 
evil, of the Christian’s continuous battle between good and evil within the soul and of 
the practice of holiness in daily life, not by speaking in scholastic and abstract terms, 
but through the use of symbolism, atmosphere and other figurative means.  
 
2.3 Chesterton’s Use of the Ballad Form 
 
Thus, a further aspect of Chesterton’s originality in theology is his presentation of 
theological ideas not only as poetic images rather than abstract concepts, but also in 
                                                                                                                                                                          
invaded England, and thus caused a reaction from King Alfred and his men to defend, save and thus, 
preserve the existence of Christendom. 
85 John Coates, in The Chesterton Review Vol. XXXVII, Nos. 3&4 (New Jersey: Seton Hall University, 
2011), p. 430. 
86 Coates, ‘Redemption and Renewal’, p. 430. 
87 Coates, ‘Redemption and Renewal’, p. 430. 
88 Coates, ‘Redemption and Renewal’, p. 431.  
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ballad form and metre. Chesterton saw vividly the battle between good and evil that 
exists in the world and within the human soul, and so he sought to help his readers 
defeat the evil that lurks within us by bringing this inner battle to life, by making us see 
it as vividly as he did. He therefore uses the form of the ballad as one way of carrying 
out such an intention. The first thing to comment upon Chesterton’s decision to use a 
popular ballad form is that it is a very attractive and appealing way to teach theology. 
Firstly, it is an elongated parable, and a story is far easier and enjoyable for a person to 
listen to or read than perhaps dry scholastic logic. Traditionally the ballad belongs to 
popular folk poetry and song. It was a form of entertainment intended mainly for those 
who could not read or write and was originally used as an accompaniment to dance. 
Almost always beginning its story with a climax, the ballad is, therefore, a simple, 
lively and entertaining song that is relatively easy to commit to memory:  
Before the gods that made the gods 
     Had seen their sunrise pass, 
       The White Horse of the White Horse Vale 
     Was cut out of the grass. 
 
 Before the gods that made the gods 
     Had drunk at dawn their fill, 
The White Horse of the White Horse Vale 
     Was hoary on the hill.89 
 
One of the main reasons the story of a ballad is easy to remember is due to its popular 
use of repetition. Unlike a book, because the ballad is devised as a form of poetry to be 
performed orally, it would have therefore been impossible for the hearer to go back to a 
part of the story which they had lost as a result of distraction or boredom. Thus, it is of 
importance that the writer ensures that the recipient does not at any point lose interest. 
One technique by which Chesterton achieves his desire to sustain the reader/listener’s 
focus upon the story is through a skillful repetition of important images, thereby 
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engraving upon the reader’s mind crucial theological teachings. An example of this can 
be seen in the two stanzas quoted above. Immediately carved upon our mind and lasting 
memory here is the powerful image of a large white horse; it is an image which is 
repeated throughout The Ballad of the White Horse, symbolising the preservation of 
purity and holiness against the dark, and at times terrifying presence of evil. Since the 
existence of the White Horse at Uffington, local people have continuously striven to 
preserve the outline and whiteness of the Horse.90 The scouring of weeds has always 
gone on to sustain its visual presence: 
And when he came to White Horse Down 
    The great White Horse was grey, 
For it was ill scoured of the weed, 
And lichen and thorn could crawl and feed, 
Since the foes of settled house and creed 
    Had swept old works away.91 
  
[…] 
  
“And though skies alter and empires melt, 
    This word shall still be true: 
 If we would have the horse of old, 
     Scour ye the horse anew.92  
 
At a symbolic level then, Chesterton is almost pleading with the reader to be constantly 
aware of the threat of evil, and so to be continually scourging and ‘scouring’ the soul for 
any sign of its presence. In the first stanza quoted above, Chesterton suggests that the 
discolouration of the Horse symbolises the constant creeping return of evil; this is a 
further example of Chesterton using colour as representative teaching in theology. 
Because of the seemingly relentless return of corruption, goodness and hope can fade; 
the greyness of the horse represents the way of salvation becoming murky and unclear 
as a result. Thus, in order to preserve goodness and attain holiness, it is important for a 
                                                          
90 Folklore speaks of Alfred ordering the scouring of the White Horse himself; for he grew up in 
Wantage, just a few miles away. 
91 Chesterton, Ballad, ‘Book III’, p. 159. 
92 Chesterton, Ballad, ‘Book VIII’, p. 216. 
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Christian to be always on their guard against sin, and preserve and develop the holiness 
of their soul. The use of colour here is highly effective, because like many of 
Chesterton’s other literary techniques, it instantly materialises and makes the intangible 
and invisible existence of the battle within the soul take form within our minds. The 
reader can no longer hide nor forget that their soul may be darkening with evil, because 
Chesterton successfully forces us to see it in its physical state. Using colour to 
differentiate goodness from evil – as white warring with black – it is of note that 
Chesterton uses a ‘white’ horse for his purposes. He would know that in human history 
and mythology, and therefore likely in the human psyche, the ‘white horse’ was always 
revered, and represented great worth and purity. As he states, the ‘white horse’ has been 
used in every age and time as a gift between chiefs and princes. Therefore, the use of 
the colour grey symbolises the gradual loss of the purity of white, and simultaneously 
represents the haziness of grey. This highly atmospheric backdrop serves to enhance the 
effect of Chesterton’s desire to bring the invisible battle to life within the imagination. 
His contemporary Maurice Baring had noted this in the opening lines of his review of 
the poem: ‘“The Ballad of the White Horse” is the record of a noble vision flung on to 
the canvas with bold strong colours’.93 Baring comments that the poem ‘stands out like 
a shining face in a fresco […] These are lines which no one who has read them will ever 
forget. They will become a part of the permanent furniture of his mind.’94 
 
 
A further way in which Chesterton’s Ballad of the White Horse is successful in keeping 
a firm hold on the reader’s attention, and ensures that the theological messages 
embedded within the poem are transmitted to the reader/listener, is as a result of its 
musical appeal and varying tempo: 
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In a tree that yawned and twisted 
    The Kings few goods were flung, 
A mass-book mildewed, line by line, 
And weapons and a skin of wine, 
     And an old harp unstrung. 
 
 By the yawning tree in the twilight  
     The King unbound his sword, 
Severed the harp of all his goods, 
And there in the cool and soundless woods 
     Sounded a single chord. 
 
Then laughed; and watched the finches flash, 
    The sullen flies in swarm, 
And went unarmed over the hills, 
     With the harp upon his arm,95 
  
 […] 
 
Ballads generally consist of short four line quatrains; Chesterton’s poem is based upon 
the ballad stanza form, composed of both iambic tetrameter and iambic trimeter, but 
departs, however, from the four line structure in order to vary the tempo of the Ballad of 
the White Horse at significant points of the story. An example of this can be seen in the 
first three stanzas quoted above. Chesterton’s Ballad96 contains three different rhythm 
structures. The main structure he uses throughout the poem is comprised of five line 
stanzas with four feet in the first line, followed by three, then two lots of four again and 
ending with three in the final line. The rhyming structure mirrors the rhythm: abccb, 
with only the third and fifth lines rhyming. The first two stanzas here follow this 
particular structure and therefore create a regular pattern of stressed and unstressed 
syllables, with the intention of creating a steady pace and an untroubled atmosphere.  
 
However, the poet breaks away from this regular pattern by then introducing a different 
rhythm structure as can be seen in the third stanza quoted above. This is Chesterton’s 
second structure of the Ballad and consists of a quatrain with the second and fourth 
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lines rhyming: abcb. By adding this particular quatrain, Chesterton is able to speed up 
the pace of the poem, thereby creating in this case, a sense of cheerfulness and glee. 
One can almost hear in this particular stanza the quickening steps of Alfred’s feet as he 
briskly walks over the hills laughing with joy, and full of wonder and praise to God as 
he watches the birds at flight. The change in the rhythm from a steady pace to a quicker 
tempo further ensures that the reader/listener of the Ballad does not lose interest; the 
writer is ever on his guard against the reader becoming bored with the poem, which can 
happen if the regular or normative structure drones on for too long, with the same sound 
becoming over-familiar to the reader/listener’s ear. 
 
These three stanzas are then followed by the reintegration of the regular structure once 
again, but this normative structure is then quickly succeeded by the third structure of the 
Ballad, which consists of a six line stanza with the metrical pattern: 4,3,4,4,4,3, and 
with the second and sixth lines rhyming, and the third, fourth and fifth lines rhyming 
with the first. The structure of this stanza is used by Chesterton in order to slow down 
completely the effects of the previous skipping pace of the quatrain: 
 Until he came to the White Horse Vale 
     And saw across the plains, 
 In the twilight high and far and fell, 
  Like the fiery terraces of hell, 
     The camp fires of the Danes–  
 
 The fires of the Great Army 
     That was made of iron men, 
 Whose lights of sacrilege and scorn 
 Ran around England red as morn, 
            Fires over Glastonbury Thorn–  
     Fires out on Ely Fen. 
 
 And as he went by White Horse Vale 
     He saw lie wan and wide 
 The old horse graven, God knows when, 
 By gods or beasts or what things then 
 Walked a new world instead of men 
     And scrawled on the hill-side. 
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And when he came to White Horse Down 
     The great White Horse was grey, 
 For it was ill scoured of the weed, 
 And lichen and thorn could crawl and feed, 
 Since the foes of settled house and creed 
     Had swept old works away.97 
 
The sudden break from the quicker pace of the previous stanzas is dramatically 
enhanced here by the use of the word ‘Until’ at the very beginning of the fourth stanza. 
The careful placing of this word immediately results in the reader/listener imagining and 
almost hearing the sudden silence of Alfred stopping suddenly in his tracks as soon as 
his eyes fall upon the White Horse and the dark presence of the Danes. This is a 
deliberate intention of Chesterton’s in order to draw our attention to the following 
crucial stanzas of the Ballad, which contain important theological messages. By using 
the longer six-line structure in these next four stanzas, Chesterton successfully allows 
the reader time to pause and contemplate upon the content. Here, Chesterton draws the 
reader in again so that he can convey a crucially important atmosphere: Alfred’s drastic 
halt and sudden focus upon the Danes is Chesterton’s way of helping his 
readers/listeners really sense and therefore believe in the existence of evil and a 
presence which, if not taken seriously, may do the soul much harm. The imagery of 
lichen and thorn reminiscent of weeds, darnel among the wheat,98 is also an effective 
way of helping the reader see just how ugly, repulsive and even threatening evil is to the 
soul. Thus, here Chesterton is vividly teaching the reader to carry out the preservation 
of holiness by continuously examining within for the damage of the fall, listening 
intently to the Word of God and thus ‘renewing’ the purity of the soul and eliminating 
evil.  
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3. The Scandal of Christ: an Apparently Weak God 
Chesterton’s concept of the Cross and its relation to the practice and examination of the 
soul in the development of holiness in the everyday, is a continuation of the theme of 
power in weakness discussed in Chapter 4 (where I examined Chesterton’s 
understanding of the importance of Christ coming into the world as an ordinary, 
vulnerable child born into poverty, ‘underground’ and ‘out of sight’). I hope to show 
here how Chesterton perceived the significance and importance of Christ remaining 
apparently weak and vulnerable in His adult life in the eyes of the world, and who, 
when rejected by the world, chose not to save Himself but to die in apparent humiliation 
upon the Cross. 
 
Using vivid imagery and colour in The Everlasting Man, Chesterton describes how 
Christ’s life was a journey with a goal that was very much unlike any goal that had been 
sought before. He suggests that it was a journey like ‘Jason going to find the Golden 
Fleece’, or Hercules who sought ‘the golden apples’.99 However, the gold Christ sought 
was of a very different kind, for the goal which Christ was destined was death:  
The gold that he was seeking was death. The primary thing that he was going to 
do was to die […] We are meant to feel that Death was the bride of Christ as 
Poverty was the bride of St. Francis. We are meant to feel that his life was in 
that sense a sort of love-affair with death, a romance of the pursuit of the 
ultimate sacrifice […] the whole story moves on wings with the speed and 
direction of a drama, ending in an act beyond words.100   
 
However, the idea of a dying God proved scandalous in the eyes of the world; it was an 
act that many believed should be a needless undertaking by the powerful and almighty 
Creator of Heaven and Earth. As Harold Wells explains: ‘Indeed in the ancient world 
the claim of Christians – that God is uniquely present and disclosed in the utter 
powerlessness of the obscene event of the crucifixion – was contemptible and 
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laughable’.101 According to Chesterton, William Blake was an example of the kind of 
person unable to accept the Christian concept of a dying God. Chesterton states that like 
the ‘early Gnostics’ Blake believed ‘that it was a confession of weakness in Christ to be 
crucified at all’.102 Chesterton states that figures such as Blake contended that if Christ 
really had attained divine life then he should have received immortal life, and should, 
therefore, have been able to save Himself from death and live forever in this life upon 
Earth. Chesterton perceives Blake’s attitude towards Christ’s decision to die as 
excessively presumptuous. He argues that with ‘an excess of what can only be called 
impudence’,103 Blake had the audacity to turn ‘Gethsemane into a sort of moral 
breakdown; the sudden weakness which accepted death’.104 However, very much unlike 
Blake, Chesterton understood that the only way Christ could cure people of sin and 
bring them back to life in Him is through obedience to His Father’s will and out of love 
for mankind, and so die Himself. By dying on the Cross Christ takes upon Himself the 
entire fallen world, Hell, all sin, suffering and pain, and transforms them all, thus re-
opening the doors to salvation and offering a way of resurrection and new life in Him; 
but it is a new life, however, which is only given to those who desire it and will follow 
Christ’s own virtuous and ‘life-giving’ ways: 
So even our hell, even our death, are filled with light, provided only that, in the 
presence of so great a love, our freedom will allow itself to be moved in 
response. Hell and death are transformed by him who, giving himself up to them 
in his sovereign compassion, brings the love stronger than death into the 
spiritual place where hatred, pride and despair bind together the kingdom of the 
Separator; thus, in one movement, Christ simultaneously breaks open the 
tombstones and the gates of hell.105  
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Josep Rovira Belloso explains that by accepting the will of His Father to die on the 
Cross without glory,106 in complete defencelessness and avoiding all the ‘trappings of 
worldly power […] Love alone shines out from the Cross of Christ,’ in all its 
‘“powerless strength”’.107 Thus, by avoiding the temptation to save Himself and prove 
His power, and instead crushing all of the selfishness of evil by accepting death, love 
won the ultimate victory over all the fallen vices of pride, selfish power and conceit. As 
Chesterton writes in The Everlasting Man, with the dying and rising of Christ, an old 
world passes away and a new one of Christ and the victory of love is born: 
On the third day the friends of Christ coming at daybreak to the place 
found the grave empty and the stone rolled away. In varying ways they realised 
the new wonder; but even they hardly realised that the world had died in the 
night. What they were looking at was the first day of a new creation, with a new 
heaven and a new earth; and in a semblance of the gardener God walked again in 
the garden, in the cool not of the evening but the dawn.108 
 
Along with the Christian tradition, Chesterton argues that the dying of Christ on the 
Cross was not a sign of weakness but, paradoxically, a sign of insurmountable strength. 
In an article he entitled ‘Chesterton at the Christian Social Union: “Vox Populi, Vox 
Dei”’ Chesterton argues how all worldly things and powers such as ‘empires, kingdoms, 
republics, systems, have failed’109 because they are, more so than not, founded upon 
‘“strong men”’. He states that: ‘The man at the root of the thing, the “corner stone” of 
the system has been a man chosen because he was a very strong man’.110 However, 
Chesterton goes on to explain that even though it was ‘unpopular’ and ‘unfashionable’ 
to speak of each person as weak, Christianity has succeeded in existing for thousands of 
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years because it was founded on an ordinary, weak man. Poignantly stating that the 
ordinary weak man Christ chose was just like us, he writes:    
And I say it seems to me possible that the Founder of Christianity, looking round 
Him, and trying to find some expression for the great conception of a universal 
human Church, pitched deliberately upon a man standing at His elbow, a very 
ordinary man, vain, afraid of death, officious like all of us, a coward, like all of 
us, and upon that Rock He built His Church, and the gates of Hell have not 
prevailed against it.111  
 
The image Chesterton creates here is highly effective, and therefore the message he 
desires to convey, firmly imprinted upon our minds. Once again, using our imagination 
Chesterton immediately transports us to the streets of Galilee, and we find ourselves 
standing there beneath Christ’s ‘elbow’ whilst He preaches. Within this vivid picture, 
because Chesterton specifically and accurately decides to place us at Christ’s elbow he 
successfully brings home to the reader the fact of just how very weak and ‘little’ we are 
in our humanness, how very different we are in our many failures and temptations to 
commit sin in stark contrast to the powerful perfection of Christ’s purity and holiness. 
But then through the figure of Christ, Chesterton suddenly informs us that we are that 
‘Rock’ upon which the Church is built, a ‘Rock’ which has the power to conquer evil 
and bring Heaven upon Earth. Chesterton teaches us that we should feel relieved 
because this power comes not from us, but from the One who created us.  
It follows, therefore, that upon the Cross vulnerability, weakness and ordinariness 
overthrew worldly power and glory, that humility destroyed the power of the fallen 
pride of evil. Thus it seems to be Chesterton’s quest: to help people save themselves 
from pride. Much of his writing in every literary genre highlights the problem of a lack 
of thankfulness for the gift of life. Through paradox, the writer stresses how blindness 
to the wonder of existence, and boredom or the lack of arousal at the wonders in the 
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universe, along with an overt self-consciousness, can lead to a sense of the superiority 
of the self: 
One of the thousand objections to the sin of pride lies precisely in this, that self-
consciousness of necessity destroys self-revelation [...] Thinking about himself 
will lead to trying to be the universe; trying to be the universe will lead to 
ceasing to be anything.112 
 
The weakness of pride and the power of humility is a theme upon which Chesterton 
wrote profusely, and can be found in abundance in his poetry, novels and many 
journalistic articles. One is left in no doubt that this is a theme which is of the utmost 
importance for Chesterton: to awaken his readers from slumber and see clearly the 
destructive power of pride. A marked illustration of this can be found in his journalism. 
Chesterton entitled one of his articles ’If I Had Only One Sermon to Preach’113 and 
opens the article by announcing that the sermon ‘would be a sermon against Pride.’114 In 
this piece he relays how the more he saw of existence, the more he was ‘convinced of 
the reality of the old religious thesis: that all evil began with some attempt at 
superiority; some moment when […] the very skies were cracked across like a mirror, 
because there was a sneer in Heaven.’115 The use of simile here to compare the crack in 
the sky as a result of the Devil sneering and desiring superiority over God, to the crack 
that forms in the mirror – as in a fairy-tale when a character, made ugly by selfishness 
and sin looks into it – is highly effective as a theological teaching of the fall from pride. 
  
Like Belloso, Chesterton argues that if anyone desires to follow Christ in this ‘new 
Creation’ it is part of the journey towards holiness to accept one’s weaknesses and 
failures. They must believe that only through accepting these failures, as well as 
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learning to give themselves to others out of love, will they be with Christ on the Cross; 
and thus, by receiving His grace, gain the strength and glory of His new life within 
them. Reiterating that the teaching of success in weakness does not mean reducing the 
resurrection of Christ to the Cross, Belloso argues that it means rather ‘to recognise, 
with “believing incredulity”, that the humiliation of the Son is the only starting point 
from which humanity can be raised to live on the “farther shore’ of the Father.”’116  
 
3.1 Using the Everyday Experience of Suffering as a Way to Holiness 
 
This teaching of the Cross of Christ, that Chesterton appears to have shared with 
Belloso and other theologians, is a teaching which reveals Christ becoming vulnerable 
in his suffering and sharing in the suffering of the ordinary, and of the importance of 
His deliberate choosing of a weak and ordinary man as the ‘Rock’ of the Church. The 
emphasis of how it is simply through the acceptance of failure and one’s weaknesses, 
that the first fruits of holiness can be obtained, appears to be a teaching which signifies 
asceticism as a practice that can be taken up by any ordinary man or woman. For this 
kind of asceticism is not a search for exceptional suffering, but a using of one’s daily 
sufferings as a means to become holy.  
 
Moreover, it suggests a person should not despair in their ordinariness or apparent 
weaknesses; they should not feel that reaching up towards sanctity is futile; but rather, 
that God through His grace will do the rest. According to Belloso, it was ‘necessary’ for 
Christ to die on the Cross, because by sharing in the ordinary man’s weaknesses, 
sufferings, and poverty He could then enrich them with His new life: ‘Only by treading 
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this path could he finally share this glory with all the sufferers in the world’.117 By 
dying on the Cross it is taught that Christ’s power is made perfect in weakness. Self-
denial does not necessarily mean, therefore, that carrying out the practices of strict 
religious orders is intended for everyone. The ordinary everyday experience of 
suffering, humiliation, loneliness – what theologians call our ‘Crosses’ – can be the 
means by which one can become holy. We do not have to seek out suffering and bring it 
upon ourselves deliberately in some ‘masochistic’ way, but rather, accept whatever 
cross comes, be temperate in our appetites and desires, and allow God’s grace to work 
in our weaknesses. 
 
 
3.2 The Humiliation and Fear of St Francis and King Alfred 
 
Before undergoing an experience of suffering, an individual may be quite content to live 
a life without God, untroubled by conscience or morals. As noted earlier in the thesis, 
Chesterton himself repeatedly expresses how such a state is likely to lead to a 
development of self-pride, and therefore, lead the soul away from the attainment of 
holiness. The term ‘conversion’ is used in relation to a person’s radical change in 
behaviour and philosophical outlook:  
Within the Judeo-Christian writings, conversion means a two-phased turning: 
first, it is a turning away from alienation and sin, a phase ordinarily called 
repentance; second, it is a turning toward the living God, a phase sometimes 
called enlightenment.118  
To teach the reader of the importance of conversion from pride to humility Chesterton 
uses the figures of Alfred in The Ballad of the White Horse and St Francis of Assisi. In 
Book IV of the Ballad Alfred undergoes a significant spiritual crisis. He is unsure of the 
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end of the battle with the Danes and is thus tempted to trust in his own wisdom as a 
leader in war rather than in the wisdom of his Creator, and in the necessity of becoming 
a humble servant in order to receive the power of God’s grace during the battle, even if 
this means losing the war. It is an inner battle between pride and humility, of a strong 
desire to win the war against the Danes, but at the same time a desire to follow and 
accept God’s plan. Thus, in order to stress the dangers of being tempted by pride and 
create an atmosphere of confusion that Alfred feels at this point about good and evil, 
Chesterton uses vivid imagery and sound to build up in our imagination the terrifying 
results of Alfred weakening in his trust in God and allowing the evil of pride to tempt 
the soul: 
Thick thunder of the snorting swine. 
     Enormous in the gloam, 
Rending among all roots that cling, 
 And the wild horses whinnying, 
Were the night’s noises when the King 
    Shouldering his harp went home.119 
   
Once again, Chesterton is able to convey evil no longer as something abstract and 
unseen to the reader, but so very near to the soul of a person who desires to become 
holy; the writer ensures that the person can no longer remain indifferent to its 
threatening presence. Chesterton successfully makes the reader physically wince and 
feel abhorred by the repulsive presence of evil here, and the potential danger of its 
contamination of the soul if left unattended, and not ‘scoured’ via the necessary practice 
of prayer and charity.  
 
Chesterton uses a number of literary techniques in this particular stanza to draw 
attention to the extent of the horror of evil. Immediately we are confronted with a break 
from the usual and expected regular iambic pattern of unstressed/stressed syllables. By 
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opening this particular stanza with repeated spondees instead of iambs – in ‘thick 
thunder’ and ‘snorting swine’ – together with the use of alliteration and assonance, 
Chesterton successfully immerses the reader within a frightening situation in which one 
can almost feel, along with Alfred, a sense of being overcome by fear and dread of the 
disturbing noises of evil. The rough metre imitates the meaning and enhances the effect 
of Chesterton’s ability to create a terrifying atmosphere; the sound of the thunder, 
enhanced by the use of these spondees as well as onomatopoeia, alliteration and 
assonance all at one time, is deafening to the reader’s ear. The ‘snorting swine’ 
immediately connotes images and sounds of vicious, repulsive animals consumed by 
madness, that rend and whine and are almost demonic; and the repeated use of the letter 
‘s’ here, together with these images, has enough power to send a chill down the reader’s 
spine. Every word that follows on from this dramatic first line further enhances this 
terrifying presence, and the pounding sounds of evil successfully imitate a person’s 
worst nightmare. The profound sounds and vivid imagery created here by the writer are 
all-consuming, and the beastly figures which are ‘enormous’ and cling like unearthly, 
hellish beings that dwell within the darkness of night, all contribute to the reader’s 
overall sense of loathing and a strong desire to recoil from such horrors that have the 
power to corrupt and even destroy the human soul. It is all a deliberate intention of the 
writer to once again shock the reader out of slumber and awaken them to the dangers 
involved if they were to allow pride to outgrow, and perhaps eventually extinguish the 
holy presence of humility within their soul; for according to Chesterton, this is a ‘battle 
between life and death’ for the soul.   
 
Chesterton also teaches this lesson of the danger of pride and the importance of a 
conversion in one’s journey to holiness by looking at the figure of St Francis. 
Chesterton describes St Francis as a gallant, ambitious and ordinary young man desiring 
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the heroism that can come with warfare. Chesterton states that the ‘first biographers of 
Francis, naturally alive with the great religious revolution that he wrought’,120 searched 
the early years of the Saint in order to discover any ‘signs’ or ‘omens’ of some form of 
‘spiritual earthquake’ that surely must have been the cause of his great sanctity. 
However, Chesterton notes that: 
[…] there was not at this time any external sign of anything […] of that early 
sense of his vocation that has belonged to some of the saints. Over and above his 
main ambition to win fame as a French poet, he would seem to have most often 
thought of winning fame as a soldier. He was born kind; he was brave in the 
normal boyish fashion; but he drew the line both in kindness and bravery pretty 
well where most boys would have drawn it; for instance, he had the human 
horror of leprosy […].121 
 
Chesterton highlights the importance of St Francis’ dream in which he envisioned 
swords in the shape of a Crusader’s cross, and like so many young men at that time, 
wished to answer that dream and go and fight in a local war. However, Chesterton 
describes how the Saint, suddenly struck with a severe illness and overcome with 
disappointment and desolation, had no other choice but to return home again.  
And Francis trailed back in his sickness to Assisi, a very dismal and 
disappointed and perhaps even derided figure, with nothing to do but wait for 
what should happen next. It was his first descent into a dark ravine that is called 
the valley of humiliation, which seemed to him very rocky and desolate, but in 
which he was afterwards to find many flowers.122  
 
This was the beginning of St Francis’ journey of suffering, which as Chesterton pointed 
out, would ultimately lead to happiness – of ‘many flowers’ – for it was the kind of 
suffering that was to lead to St Francis’ holiness. A second incident occurred whereby 
he had heard a voice asking him to restore the ruins of St Damien’s Church. As a result, 
Chesterton tells us that St Francis sold his horse and his father’s cloth, but was then 
locked up as a thief. This was the point of St Francis’ greatest suffering, for he was sent 
down into a dark cellar and lay hopelessly on the ground: 
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We have now reached the great break in the life of Francis of Assisi; the point at 
which something happened to him that must remain greatly dark to most of us, 
who are ordinary and selfish men whom God has not broken to make anew.123 
 
Thus, here it is important that the idea of conversion, discussed in Christian Spirituality, 
be explained in relation to St Francis’ own life. What Chesterton is suggesting, is not 
the declaration that the kind of holiness which St Francis attained was one that ordinary 
people would be unable to comprehend, and therefore pointless for them to even strive 
to make sense of. Rather, it seems to be the argument that perhaps a person cannot 
understand how any happiness can come as a result of being so humble and selfless, 
until one has experienced what it is to fail or to suffer first; and as failure and suffering 
are everyday ordinary experiences for many people, it is likely that they will experience 
that ‘break’ in one’s life where their selfishness can be made ‘anew’. This in the hope 
however, that a person turns to God in those dark hours and not to bitterness and 
despair.  
 
Moreover, one could argue that Chesterton is also intending in this particular statement 
to initiate a sense of intrigue within the reader; by suggesting that what St Francis 
experienced is something that remains dark to those God has not broken to make anew. 
A statement that suggests that the reader would not ‘know’ or understand what was 
happening to St Francis because we are deficient in some way, is a very artful way to 
capture our attention; it would encourage us to ask ‘why we would not know?’ The 
answer is strongly inferred by Chesterton: that in order for people to be fulfilled as 
human beings and to be what we were made to be – at one with God – a person will 
need to undergo a transformation in their outlook and behaviour. Chesterton’s 
biography of St Francis’ conversion, therefore, could be viewed as a kind of 
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approachable guide, whereby he is teaching the reader that true happiness and 
contentment cannot lie in leading a life without a belief in – and a need for – God.  
 
Chesterton uses yet a further analogy to describe St Francis’ conversion, and this time it 
is an analogy he was taught in the nursery. He was told as a child that if a man kept 
digging a hole through the centre of the earth and kept going down and down, he would 
begin to go up and up. This concept he relates to the ‘inversion’ or ‘reversal’124 of 
which St Francis had undergone. What Chesterton seems to be saying here is that St 
Francis went so low spiritually into an almost despairing abyss, that he began to go up 
towards God and become holy; yet another imaginative parable to impress upon us of 
the importance of ‘being broken to be made anew’. And again, if one has not been that 
low, or sunk to such depths, then it is difficult to understand how St Francis was able to 
see God as he did, as Chesterton suggests:  
If I do not know what this reversal or inversion feels like, it is because I have 
never been there […] It is certain that the writer, it is even possible that the 
reader, is an ordinary person who has never been there. We cannot follow St 
Francis to that final spiritual overturn in which complete humiliation becomes 
complete holiness or happiness, because we have never been there […] But 
whatever else it was, it was so far analogous to the story of the man making a 
tunnel through the earth that it did mean a man going down and down until at 
some mysterious moment he begins to go up and up. We have never gone up 
like that because we have never gone down like that.125  
 
The writer effectively convinces the reader in this analogy that sometimes it is 
necessary to experience failure, humiliation or suffer first before it is possible to become 
holy. Again, using our imagination, Chesterton physically takes us down through a deep 
tunnel that grows darker and darker and ever deeper to remind us of the dark, 
frightening and desolate atmosphere which comes with failure and suffering. Once 
again Chesterton points here to the ‘lightness’ of the  weight of the angels at flight in 
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their humility and joy and dependence upon God, compared to the heaviness and 
terrifying darkness of selfishness, self-pity and sin. However, after taking us down into 
this deep tunnel, the reader is then reminded that within the darkness of suffering there 
is a light at the end of every tunnel: that in the humility and realisation of our 
weaknesses and search for that power who made us, we may begin to climb up and out 
of that deep and terrifying darkness of despair and loneliness. 
It may seem to the reader that Chesterton appears to contradict himself by claiming to 
write a biography of a saint for the ordinary Christian to read, but then on the other 
hand, suggesting as he does in the above statement, that it is unlikely that the ordinary 
person will know what a reversal in thinking or conversion feels like because they have 
‘never been there’. However, as was suggested above, it seems Chesterton makes 
statements like these in order to make the reader aware of what could happen to them; 
that through suffering, the ordinary Christian has the potential within them, with the 
right attitude, to become the complete human being by becoming more aware of God 
and developing a holy humility; a state which he believes we are all called by God to 
live in. The suggestion that ‘we have never gone up like that because we have never 
gone down like that’ appears to imply again that this experience may not have happened 
to the reader ‘yet’, but it is, however, likely in all of our lives.126 According to 
Chesterton it was the humanness of St Francis that made him holy, in the sense that he 
was weak, frightened and dependent upon the grace of God for ‘there  was not a rag of 
him left that was not ridiculous’.127 Chesterton remarks, although  
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[…] in that black cell or cave Francis passed the blackest hours of his life’128 the 
man that came out of that cave was not the same man that went in. When he 
came out, people began to grasp ‘that something had happened […] There was a 
new air about Francis. He was no longer crushed’129   
 
Here Chesterton argues that before his prayer to God St Francis was afraid, vulnerable 
and alone; after his time in prayer, however, there seems to have taken place a 
transformation in character. Chesterton argues that it is only by depending solely on the 
love and grace of God that St Francis was able to pursue his imitation of Christ in the 
world. Similarly, Bernard McGinn states that the fact that St Francis thought he was 
damned in the early days of his spiritual journey, paradoxically brings the figure closer 
to a person than if he had had a flawless, superhuman character:  
It is both hopeful and consoling that he was not the paragon of every virtue. As 
Francois Mauriac shrewdly reflects: ‘The reason why most novelists have failed 
in their portrayals of saints may be due to the fact that they have drawn creatures 
who are sublime and angelic but not human, whereas their sole chance of 
success would have lain in concentrating on the wretched and human elements 
in their characters that sanctity allows to subsist.’ That grace manages to co-exist 
with faults, failings, sins and defects, and still succeeds in achieving its victories, 
makes a person all the more loveable, not less.130 
As the above writers have noted, it is only by depending solely on the love and grace of 
God that St Francis is able to pursue his imitation of Christ in the world. Chesterton 
states that it was ‘supernaturalism’ which caused that ‘final spiritual overturn in which 
complete humiliation becomes complete holiness or happiness’,131 and elsewhere he 
writes that ‘it was the whole point of his position, and it was the whole meaning of his 
message, that the power that did it was a supernatural power’.132 This sense of humility 
and dependence upon God, which St Francis reveals in his spiritual journey, does seem 
to portray a very ordinary man aware of the fact that he needs the help and grace of God 
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to alter his sinful nature and give him the strength and ability necessary to follow more 
closely in the footsteps of Christ. Because of coming down to Earth as a man God, 
through Christ, had made possible the way of salvation in the everyday experiences of 
human beings. According to Chesterton, being overcome with hopelessness and despair, 
St Francis could no longer rely upon himself. It was an epiphany forcing him to see just 
how much he depended upon something greater than himself, and being Christian, St 
Francis knew that it was God upon which his entire life depended. Full of humility, St 
Francis now understood that human beings are unable to make their own happiness and 
bring about their own holiness, for they are not in full knowledge of the meaning and 
occurrences of everything that happens in the universe; only God alone, the Creator of 
all, possesses this kind of power. 
 
3.3 Faith and Hope: Failure in the World but Becoming Holy 
In The Ballad of the White Horse Chesterton conveys a similar message to the reader as 
the one he gives in St Francis of Assisi: that it is in a person’s weaknesses and failures 
that God is most powerful, and that the sin of pride is an enemy to happiness and 
holiness. However this time, Chesterton conveys this particular message through the use 
of another element of the popular ballad: the supernatural. According to David Buchan, 
in religious ballads ‘a divine being plays an integral and necessary part in the central 
ballad action’.133 By using the supernatural Chesterton saturates The Ballad of the White 
Horse with an effective mystical atmosphere. Chesterton describes how during the 
midst of battle with the Danes, King Alfred has nothing left, ‘But shameful tears of 
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rage’.134 Full of hopelessness and despair like St Francis, Alfred ‘was broken to his 
knee’. At this moment of the story Chesterton creates a mystical atmosphere by 
seemingly causing time to stop. We no longer hear the Danes or Alfred’s men; instead, 
it seems we have been transported with Alfred into another dimension – a spiritual 
domain - where only Alfred and Mary are present. This mystical atmosphere is initiated 
by Alfred recalling a childhood memory in which his mother is showing him a picture 
of the child Jesus with the Mother of God. As a result of this recollection, Alfred is 
suddenly uplifted by the beauty of nature, as if immediately filled with the grace of 
God: 
In the river island of Athelney, 
    With the river running past, 
In colours of such simple creed 
All things sprang at him, sun and weed, 
Till the grass grew to be grass indeed 
    And the tree was a tree at last. 
 
Fearfully plain the flowers grew, 
    Like the child’s book to read, 
Or like a friend’s face seen in a glass; 
He looked; and there Our Lady was, 
She stood and stroked the tall live grass 
    As a man strokes his steed.135 
 
One should recognise immediately a similarity here between this experience of Alfred’s 
and that of St Francis: it is the same teaching of the experience of failure and a sense of 
despair which can be transformed by a growth in humility, a recognition of our utter 
dependence upon God and then the sudden realisation that all things ‘spring’ from this 
divine Source. This is all enhanced in these two stanzas by the speed of iambs which 
effectively reflects the speed of Creation, as seen by Alfred, springing into existence in 
front of his very eyes. The use of onomatopoeia reinforces the instantaneous act of all 
Creation coming into existence through the use of the word ‘sprang’; we are given a 
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rapid list of vivid images of the sun and weed, of grass and trees all popping up around 
Alfred as if he were present at the very beginning of Creation. The rate at which all 
things are springing out is further enhanced by the use of alliteration and personification 
in the ‘running’ of ‘rivers’. The triumphant sound in the continuous repetition of ‘g’ in 
the ‘grass’ which ‘grew to be grass indeed’ all successfully helps to enhance the 
awesome image of something as a powerful as a tree coming from something so tiny 
and seemingly insignificant as a blade of grass. 
 
One recognises in these two stanzas how at this very moment in time Alfred now sees 
clearly the sacramental presence of God in Creation; and this is enhanced by the use of a 
caesura in the middle of the fourth line of the second stanza when ‘He looked; and there 
Our Lady was’. Using this sudden pause emphasises the moment when Alfred sees 
Mary for the first time in reality. The vision of Mary standing in front of him and 
stroking the grass instantly brings both the spiritual and material dimensions of reality 
together, making them one. Chesterton conveys to the reader how Alfred is no longer 
blinded by a sense of over-familiarity with Creation, and that the vision of the usually 
intangible spiritual being – this time in Mary – paradoxically makes the world more real 
to him.  
 
Using simile, Chesterton teaches how Alfred now sees existence for the first time as 
plain and simple as the book of a child; and again in Alfred’s sudden realisation that 
having Mary as a friend makes her as close to him as if she were his own reflection, 
looking back at him in a glass. This is an effective technique used by Chesterton to help 
the reader realise that we are all at one as a result of being made in the image of one 
Creator. Furthermore, the vision of Mary stroking the grass, as if she is ‘stroking a 
steed’ –  admiring with Alfred the beauty and wonder of Creation – extinguishes the 
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once felt difference that a person may feel exists between them and Heaven, and 
therefore makes Mary are far more familiar figure to us; for Chesterton successfully 
reminds us here of her humanness. Moreover, one could also suggest that as the soldier 
‘strokes his steed’ or his sword to steady it, so Mary too strokes the grass as a sign to 
reassure Alfred that God has ultimately won the battle with evil, and therefore he need 
no longer worry for his future, for all is in God’s hands. 
  
Filled with a sense of hope, Alfred prays to the Mother of God asking whether or not he 
and his men will eventually win the war against the Danes. However, the answer Mary 
gives is not what he necessarily expects. Rather than telling him that the Saxons will 
eventually win the war, Mary declares that things will not get better for the men, but 
even worse than they are already:  
“I tell you naught for your comfort, 
    Yea, naught for your desire, 
Save that the sky grows darker yet 
    And the sea rises higher. 
  
“Night shall be thrice night over you, 
    And heaven an Iron cope. 
Do you have joy without a cause, 
    Yea, faith without a hope?136 
 
Mary does not offer ‘comfort’, nor the confirmation of winning the battle with the 
Danes that Alfred ‘desires’; instead she tells him that even more suffering lies ahead, 
but that if Alfred and his men only learn to trust in God in their hour of need – to 
become like little children who depend upon their Father – the grace of God will 
certainly come to their aid. These two stanzas contain the most famous lines of the 
poem, and these lines are repeated throughout the Ballad in order to instil the message 
upon the reader’s memory that a person’s journey through life means having faith, trust, 
and hope in God; of surrendering their entire lives to Him in times of adversity and 
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suffering so that they can receive His grace and become holy. The importance of 
growing in humility – as reiterated throughout this thesis – is of crucial importance to 
Chesterton if a person desires to become holy. At this point in the Ballad, Chesterton is 
able to convince the reader that the virtues of heaven are a lot closer and easier to attain 
than we may have at once thought: 
And a voice came human but high up, 
    Like a cottage climbed among 
The clouds; or a serf of hut and croft 
That sits by his hovel fire as oft, 
But hears on his old bare foot aloft 
   A belfry burst in song. 
 
“The gates of heaven are lightly locked. 
    We do not guard our gain, 
The heaviest hind may easily 
Come silently and suddenly 
    Upon me in a lane. 
 
“And any little maid that walks  
    In good thoughts apart, 
May break the guard of the Three Kings 
And see the dear and dreadful things 
    I hid within my heart.137 
 
In the very first stanza quoted here, the reader is immediately confronted with the 
humble characteristics of Heaven. Once again, using simile Chesterton makes it clear 
that although remaining out of sight, ‘high’ and ‘above’ the Earth, Heaven is still very 
human and recognisable. A sense of warmth and familiarity is created within our minds 
when the writer claims that the heavenly home is just like the little, cosy, earthly 
cottage, the only difference being that this cottage lies within the realms of God.   
 
Like a mother would, Mary comforts Alfred and reassures him that if he remains 
faithful to God in the littleness of humility, the entrance into Heaven will be simple. 
Through the use of the letter ‘l’ in ‘lightly locked’ Chesterton effectively softens the 
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voice of Mary, and the reader can almost feel and imagine the ease with which the lock 
of the gates opens. In these soft sounds Chesterton successfully creates a peaceful and 
soothing atmosphere. Because he uses various metaphors and similes to teach the reader 
that it is the ‘serf’ and the ‘maid’ – the very little people in society, the humbled and the 
lowly regarded – who enter Heaven with ease, the reader becomes fully aware and truly 
believes, as Alfred does, that holiness and Heaven come not to the proud but to the 
humble, to those who surrender all things unto His hands and believe that they can do 
nothing but with the power of God. It is not the worldly wise, the intelligent and the 
high achievers who contain a powerful perception and who recognise the Supernatural, 
but the ‘little’ people, the truly humble. Through grace they begin to see as God does, 
and therefore, become powerful in holiness.  
 
Through Mary, Chesterton teaches the reader that the battle with the Danes is not about 
winning the war on Earth, but of the winning of an entrance into Heaven. If we are to 
perceive the Ballad as a lesson about growing in holiness, it is in losing pride and power 
over men that a Christian becomes the winner of God and His grace: ‘“He that hath 
failed in a little thing / Hath a sign upon the brow.”’138 In other words, the person who 
has suffered but recognises their dependence, and thus puts their faith and trust in God, 
will become more like Him and bear His image. By dying on the Cross with Christ, 
Chesterton teaches the reader – in these short but profound lines – that they shall rise up 
with Him; that they have the sign of the Cross ‘upon their brow’. 
It is important to reiterate what was noted earlier on in this chapter, that what 
Chesterton is saying about the need to fail or to become weak, is not the suggestion that 
God desires people to suffer in order that they will turn to Him. Rather, it is the 
‘condition’ of fallen humanity, and that the only way out of present sufferings is to turn 
                                                          
138 Chesterton, Ballad, ‘Book IV’, p. 84 
246 
 
to the One who is their only hope and answer to all their problems. Speaking of 
Chesterton’s work as a whole, Maurice B. Reckitt writes that: 
What is most striking in the work of G.K.C. is that he is pre-eminently 
affirmative. His is a note of Christian Hope, as distinct from secular hope and 
superficial optimism. It is akin to the expectations of another great Christian 
writer, Teilhard de Chardin, with his idea of an omega point towards which man 
will be, however slowly, propelled into a true consonance with God’s will.139 
 
Thus, in losing the war on Earth we are taught that King Alfred gains God; for by 
having faith, hope and trust in God’s grace, even amidst the terror and evil of warfare, 
Chesterton writes that lightness of heart and happiness return to Alfred and his men, for 
‘“the men signed of the Cross of Christ / Go gaily in the dark.”’140 As Ralph Wood 
notes: 
Alfred himself gives voice to such holy jocularity as he assembles his 
warriors before the first battle of Ethandune […] Indeed, he bursts with joy over 
the one Event that reorders all customs and calendars by way of a divine 
revaluation of all values […] Alfred’s carefree mirth would be no real answer to 
pagan nihilism if it were not undergirded by substantial faith and hope […] 
Christians do not put their hope in the brawn and bravery of the powerful so 
much as in the “little people” who enter the Kingdom through the door of 
suffering.141     
 
The suggestion that there could be ‘gaiety’, ‘singing’ or ‘cheerfulness’ in the midst of 
failure or suffering, is perhaps difficult for many to accept. However, the point 
Chesterton seems to be making here, is that with humility not only can one come to 
learn to trust and hope in God, but also, that there is a sense of freedom and lightness of 
heart that can come in the ‘self-forgetfulness’ of humility. As Ker states: ‘Humour, 
then, Chesterton saw as integral to Christianity,’142 and elsewhere he writes that humour 
is  Christian, ‘only because man is made in the image of God, the Christian God of 
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laughter.’143 Chesterton remarks in the case of Whistler, that because lacking the virtue 
of humility, there was no laughter in the man because he took himself too seriously and 
did not possess a ‘god-like carelessness; he never forgot himself […] The truth is, I 
believe, that Whistler never laughed at all. There was no laughter in his nature; because 
there was no thoughtlessness and self-abandonment, no humility.’144 
 
Furthermore, Chesterton appears to be making reference to the receiving of the 
Sacraments when he suggests the grace of strength, courage and even joy that can come 
with drinking the blood of Christ when faced with the unknown: ‘“… the men that drink 
the blood of God / Go singing to their shame.”’145 More evidence of Chesterton writing 
upon the need to receive the Sacraments, in order to be led by the grace of Christ 
through suffering and the unknown, can be found in Heretics. Here, Chesterton 
highlights how Christ used wine, not as a medicine, but as a Sacrament to help heal the 
soul: 
“Drink,” he says, “for the whole world is as red as this wine, with the crimson of 
the love and wrath of God. Drink, for the trumpets are blowing for battle and 
this is the stirrup-cup. Drink, for this is my blood of the new testament that is 
shed for you. Drink, for I know of whence you come and why. Drink, for I know 
of when you go and where.”146 
 
 
4. Vulnerability, Dependence and Thanksgiving 
 
The periods in which St Francis suffered pain, humiliation and despair forced him to ask 
the question why? What is the reason for suffering? Where is God? Who is God? What 
is the point in anything at all? These are very common questions, in fact ordinary 
questions asked every day in the adversity of difficult situations in life. They are not 
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situations or the feelings of despair and helplessness unique to ‘extraordinary’ potential 
saints. I wish to show that, according to Chesterton, without suffering it is very easy to 
become desensitised to the meaning of why anything exits at all. When suffering occurs 
a person becomes more aware of their vulnerability in the face of the universe, and 
therefore, desires to find meaning to the suffering – thus, he begins serious 
contemplation. As Robert Davies Hughes III states in his article on The Holy Spirit: 
It is only after some initial purgation in the desert or the dark night of the senses, 
[…] that we can begin to see the world and our own selves as illuminated and 
transfigured by the light of divine glory, […] and hence come to love the world 
in God, and thus, oddly enough, for the first time for its own sake.147 
 
Chesterton states how as a result of St Francis’ contemplation during his time in the 
abyss of suffering, his vision of the dependence of everything upon its Creator 
recovered the meaning of natural things. He now saw everything as supernatural, 
because it was all coming from God. In Heretics, Chesterton describes how as soon as a 
person has seen that darkness that comes with having gone down into the abyss, then 
‘all light is lightening, sudden, blinding, and divine. Until we picture nonentity we 
underrate the victory of God [...] It is one of the million wild jests of truth that we know 
nothing until we know nothing.’148  
 
What Chesterton is arguing here, is that unlike the proud man who presumes he can rely 
solely upon himself to bring about perfect happiness, a person who has become totally 
reliant on the grace of God gradually becomes filled with a sense of thanksgiving and 
praise. Chesterton states how St Francis was thankful to that merciful Creator who holds 
everything in being. He was not proud of the city because it seemingly appears solid 
and immovable, but praises God because He does not let the city drop and crash down: 
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‘So arises out of this almost nihilistic abyss the noble thing that is called Praise’.149 
Chesterton explains that: ‘St. Francis might love his little town as much as before, or 
more than before; […] but he would see them all in a new and divine light of eternal 
danger and dependence.’150 And a little further along he writes: ‘He who has seen the 
whole world hanging on a hair of the mercy of God has seen the truth; we might almost 
say the cold truth. He who has seen the vision of his city upside-down has seen it the 
right way up.151  
 
Here, Chesterton expresses that the way in which St Francis saw everything as being 
dependent upon God is the correct, true and fulfilling way to view life and Creation. For 
the ordinary person – and of relevance to this thesis – the writer is saying that putting 
away pride and ‘dying to self’ in day-to-day struggles will reveal our dependence upon 
the Creator: ‘There is a Latin and literal connection; for the very word dependence only 
means hanging. It would make vivid the Scriptural text which says that God has hanged 
the world upon nothing.’152 Chesterton here attempts to help the reader to see as St 
Francis did, by painting a picture of everything in Creation as hanging upside down.  
In his essay a ‘Defence of Planets’, Chesterton states that once a person has awoken to 
an understanding of what the Earth actually is, it will become impossible not to feel a 
sense of astonishment, awe and praise towards the Creator. For Chesterton, the strangest 
thing that has become too familiar and forgotten, is the fact that we live on a ‘star’. By 
reflecting upon the thoughts of Galileo and Newton, Chesterton shakes the reader from 
their usual comfortable feeling of self-control, confidence and a sense of the familiarity 
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about all things, into the sudden realisation of the absolute vulnerability of being 
human: 
[...] we are all careering through space, clinging to a canon-ball, and the poets 
ignore the matter as if it were a remark about the weather. They saw that an 
invisible force holds us in our own armchairs while the earth hurtles like a 
boomerang; and men still go back to dusty records to prove the mercy of God.153  
 
The thought of people hanging onto something as powerful as a cannon-ball or 
boomerang is a disturbing image, and emphasises the smallness and frailty of the 
readers’ existence in the face of such enormity and incomprehensible strength. 
Chesterton’s expression of the importance of seeing all things within Creation in stark 
contrast with the nothingness from which it all came, does not involve only a praise of 
Creation but also of the initial ‘act’ of Creation; it is a worship of the One who made it 
all happen, as he states in St Francis:  
When we say that a poet praises the whole creation, we commonly mean only 
that he praises the whole cosmos. But this sort of poet does really praise 
creation, in the sense of the act of creation. He praises the passage or transition 
from nonentity to entity [...]154  
 
Objects which accentuate darkness reminded both Chesterton and St Francis of the 
astonishing mystery and miracle of the very ‘act’ of Creation. By seeing everything 
come out of nothing, one can therefore see how that something is now filled with divine 
purpose. Chesterton desires the reader to see clearly why St Francis’ experience of 
suffering brought so much happiness, for it clarifies why St Francis depended 
completely upon nothing else in the world but God. He explains that the person who 
experiences the moment when they discover there is nothing but God, becomes aware of 
what he coins as ‘the beginningless beginnings’.155 St Francis’ happiness arose then, as 
a result of seeing the natural world anew. This idea of the dependence upon God alone, 
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and the feeling of detachment from the world and self-denial – because there is no 
longer any need to have things or possessions – does not, it seems for Chesterton, 
suggest some kind of super-human and other-worldly, miserable asceticism.  
 
A response of praise and gratitude seems to arise not only out of a relief that one is held 
in existence, but because the Giver of life can arouse emotional feelings of wonder and 
joy at the fact that anything exists at all; and that great sense of thankfulness that 
accompanied a sense of awe and wonder meant only one thing for Chesterton, it meant 
that there was Someone to thank. In the Autobiography Chesterton describes how the 
casual critic is irritated by the suggestion that a poet cannot admire and be thankful for 
the beauty of flowers and nature without a natural instinct to connect it with theology, 
but Chesterton explains that it is impossible to do otherwise: ‘“If he can manage to be 
thankful when there is nobody to be thankful to, and no good intentions to be thankful 
for, then he is simply taking refuge in being thoughtless in order to avoid being 
thankless.”’156  
For Chesterton, it seems the astonishment, awe and wonder that can burst upon the 
human spirit when confronted with the miracle of Creation – a kind of epiphany which 
leads to embarrassment in the face of God’s generosity, a great humility due to the 
question of “what did I do to deserve this great gift?” – are followed by a sense of 
thanks and praise of the One who brought things into existence. In Manalive, the 
experience of joy and ecstasy in response to the realisation of the miracle of life is 
expressed as a hymn of praise sung by the celebrant of existence, Innocent Smith: 
  ‘“I thank the goodness and the grace 
        That on my birth have smiled, 
  And perched me on this curious place, 
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        A happy English child.’”157   
 
Like a child, Chesterton in his wonderment regarded existence as a gift, and it was this 
response that Aidan Nichols believed to be the path on which the Creator and meaning 
of life could be found: ‘The child’s response to existence as sheer gift, through 
wondering joy, is the key to ontology’.158 Looking at Chesterton’s poetry on wonder 
and thanksgiving, what can be elicited from these poems as a whole is a tireless attempt 
to convey to his readers that Mankind is not worthy of the world. Chesterton is speaking 
to all, including himself, who make up the ordinary, common and fallen humanity that 
has allowed itself to become familiar with Creation, or have been seduced by the sin of 
pride. In his poems and other writings, Chesterton asks his readers: What right has any 
person to demand anything? In his poem ‘Evening’ (written 1894-7) he reflects: ‘Here 
dies another day / During which I have had eyes, ears, hands / And the great world 
round me; / And with tomorrow begins another. / Why am I allowed two?’159 And in 
‘Bootlaces’ (also written 1894-97) he declares that: 'Once I looked down at my 
bootlaces / Who gave me my bootlaces? / The bootmaker? Bah! / Who gave the 
bootmaker himself? / What did I ever do that I should be / given bootlaces?160 As stated 
in Chapter 3, this sense of gratitude came early in Chesterton’s life. In the poem entitled 
‘A Grace’ (written in the 1890s) he again demonstrates his own feelings of 
unworthiness in receiving so many gifts. Here he emphasises how to give thanks to a 
most generous God on an almost continual basis:  
 You say grace before meals. 
 All right.  
 But I say grace before the play and the opera, 
 And grace before the concert and pantomime, 
 And grace before I open a book, 
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 And grace before sketching, painting, 
 Swimming, fencing, boxing, walking, playing, 
      dancing; 
 And grace before I dip the pen in the ink.161 
 
Chesterton’s response to existence as gift was perhaps assisted by his experience in 
childhood. Maisie Ward describes Chesterton’s father as the perfect father. According 
to Ward, most of Edward Chesterton’s spare time was generously given to his children. 
She states how Chesterton described his father ‘as a man of a dozen hobbies, his study 
[…] formed strata of exciting products, awakening youthful covetousness in the matter 
of a new paint-box […] His character, serene and humorous as his son describes him, is 
reflected in his letters.162 Chesterton’s portrayal of his father reveals a good and caring 
man who had a profound love for his children and a seemingly concerned desire to 
make them as happy as possible. Edward Chesterton also wrote and illustrated books for 
his sons’ enjoyment and built toy theatres to put on plays. One of the plays Chesterton 
remembers consisted of a figure with a golden key. Later on in his Autobiography 
Chesterton states that it was his father who appeared to be ‘the Man with the Golden 
Key,’163 a magician who was the magnificent inventor of the children’s stance of 
continuous surprise. And at the end of the Autobiography he poignantly entitles the last 
chapter of the book ‘The God with the Golden Key’,164 thus conveying the importance 
Chesterton’s father played in preparing his son to recognise that heavenly Father, whom 
Chesterton assumes to be continuously enjoying the pleasure of surprising and 
astonishing His earthly children with the miracle and diversity of Creation. The 
importance of fatherly love in the construction of a child’s spiritual vision of life is 
reflected upon by John Saward in his book The Way of the Lamb. Saward makes a 
comparison between the father figures portrayed by St Thérèse of Lisieux and 
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Chesterton. He states that St Thérèse is theologically accurate when she perceived that 
the family on Earth must be ‘a representation of the Church Triumphant in Heaven.’165 
Saward suggests that the writings of both St Thérèse and Chesterton provide us with an 
understanding of fatherhood, and sometimes ‘renew’ or correct that image which should 
be of the kind, protective and totally benevolent father figure, that could perhaps be an 
image of God the Creator by conveying a: 
‘Confidence in the Father’ in a twofold sense. They urge upon us the exercise of 
the virtue of hope in God the Father, but they also renew our trust in earthly 
fatherhood, which is a poor but real image of the heavenly (cf. Eph. 3:15).166  
 
Thus according to Chesterton, in the case of St Francis, happiness and the path to 
holiness began when he started to become aware of everything in existence as a gift 
given by God wholly out of love. His attention had now turned away from himself and 
his own concerns towards his Creator, thanking Him at every moment for everything 
that he would ever set his eyes upon: ‘The great painter boasted that he mixed all his 
colours with brains, and the great saint may be said to mix all his thoughts with thanks.  
All goods look better when they look like gifts.’167 Furthermore, Chesterton makes 
reference again to the Beatitudes when speaking of what happens to a person when the 
cataracts dissolve and Creation again is seen as the Garden of Eden (which I discussed 
in Chapter 3), when they can see once more the nothingness from which all Creation 
arises. Chesterton argues that a person is ‘Blessed’ when they have developed humility 
and no longer feel worthy of the gift of Creation or even of their very own life: 
 The truth is, that all genuine appreciation rests on a certain mystery of 
humility and almost of darkness […] “Blessed is he that expecteth nothing, for 
he shall be gloriously surprised.” The man who expects nothing sees redder 
roses than common men can see, and greener grass, and a more startling sun 
[…] blessed is the meek, for he shall inherit the earth.168 
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Earlier in this chapter I reflected on Chesterton’s ‘Doctrine of Conditional Joy.’ He is 
suggesting that in order to be made ‘anew’ again, thanks to Christ’s Death and 
Resurrection, there are conditions: that every ‘good’ thing is dependent upon an ‘if’; 
that all virtues have to be dependent. Chesterton describes the ‘chief idea’ of his life as 
the doctrine which teaches that a person should not take things for granted, in fact not to 
‘take’ them at all but to receive them with gratitude,169 because for Chesterton ‘sin […] 
is ingratitude.’170 He states that the doctrine of the ‘Sacrament of Penance’ affected his 
own doctrine of ‘taking things with gratitude.’ As noted earlier, Chesterton states that 
because of the fall of humanity the regaining of the gift of happiness and ‘new life’ in 
adulthood depends upon ‘a price’, and this price ‘is conditioned by a confession.’171 He 
explains that the name of the price is ‘Truth’: that in order to be happy and gain a new 
life a person must first face the ‘Truth’ or ‘Reality’ about themselves. What Chesterton 
appears to be saying here is what I noted earlier in the chapter: of the need to order 
one’s inner and wayward desires. In light of Chesterton’s ‘chief idea’, in order to be 
purified, it is the argument that one must first recognise one’s short-comings and sins.  
 
Therefore, as I hope this chapter has shown thus far, asceticism for Chesterton does not 
necessarily need to be about harsh practices of self-denial, but rather, it has to do with 
the coming face-to-face with who one really is, with one’s sins – the kind of self-
reflection and learning about oneself that can come as a result of the human experiences 
of daily failure or even suffering. According to Chesterton, it is essential to practice 
gratitude in order that one’s soul can be kept pure from the corruption of self-deception 
and evil; for he discovered that ‘even about the dimmest earthly hope, or the smallest 
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earthly happiness, I had from the first an almost violently vivid sense of those two 
dangers; the sense that the experience must not be spoilt by presumption or despair.’172  
 
 
4.1 A sense of Gratitude which Blooms into Love 
 
The final and second doctrine which Chesterton states as having affected his ‘chief idea’ 
of taking all things in gratitude is the ‘equally staggering doctrine of the Divine love for 
man.’173 I hinted earlier on in this chapter of the love that Chesterton argues comes with 
a growth in gratitude to God. It is here I wish to end this chapter, examining the 
important part this particular experience of love plays in what Chesterton saw as the 
correct way of approaching a fuller understanding of Christian asceticism.  
 
According to Sheldrake, ‘Contemplating the Cross should create in us a growing 
willingness to “die on a cross” for our fellows.’174 Therefore, the Cross of Christ and the 
imitation of His life, it is argued, should remind Christians more of a practice of self-
giving love than a body-denying and perhaps miserable road to perfection: ‘If [...] the 
Cross reveals that the true nature of God is to love totally, and if we are created in the 
image of this God, then the call to respond to this God in Jesus is a call to become truly 
ourselves in selfless love’.175 Chesterton argues that the only way he perceives an 
ordinary layperson will ever come close to understanding the apparent other-worldly 
actions of the saint would be by understanding the saint’s entire life as a love story:  
The reader cannot even begin to see the sense of a story that may well seem to 
him a very wild one, until he understands that [the saint’s] religion was not a 
thing like a theory but a thing like a love affair.176   
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Reflecting on the story of St Francis helping St Clare to escape from her home in order 
to become a nun, Chesterton writes how critics will continue to be left  bewildered and 
confused after reading such a story if ‘they will not believe that a heavenly love can be 
as real as an earthly love’. The moment it is treated as real, like an earthly love, their 
whole riddle is easily resolved.’177 Chesterton claims that if the escape story was not 
about St Clare desiring to enter ‘conventual life,’ but rather, desiring to run away with 
St Francis, then the story would be most popular among the ‘modern world:’ 
If it had really been a romantic elopement and the girl had become a bride 
instead of a nun, practically the whole modern world would have made her a 
heroine. If the action of the Friar towards Clare had been the action of the Friar 
towards Juliet, everybody would be sympathising with her exactly as they 
sympathise with Juliet [...] modern romanticism entirely encourages such 
defiance of parents when it is done in the name of romantic love. For it knows 
that romantic love is a reality, but it does not know that divine love is a 
reality.178  
  
Therefore, Chesterton perceived it as important to describe the divine love that the 
saints had for God as that same passionate and selfless love that occurs between a man 
and woman. By comparing St Francis’ love for God with the common and universally 
understood ‘earthly love’ it may, according to Chesterton, become clearer as to why 
such a Saint would be so extreme in his actions: ‘Tell it as the tale of one of the 
Troubadours, and the wild things he would do for his lady, and the whole of the modern 
puzzle disappears’.179 He argues that: 
In such a romance there would be no contradiction between the poet gathering 
flowers in the sun and enduring a freezing vigil in the snow, between his 
praising all earthly and bodily beauty and then refusing to eat, between his 
glorifying gold and purple and perversely going in rags, between his showing 
pathetically a hunger for a happy life and a thirst for a heroic death. All these 
riddles would easily be resolved in the simplicity of any noble love [...].180 
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As Chesterton rightly suggests, people will not roll in the snow, sleep on hard, cold, 
stone floors and beg for law or for righteousness unless they are ‘in love.’181 Chesterton 
argues that passionate love, whether earthly or ‘Divine’, will cause a person to exult and 
become ready to endure anything to win over their lover. Encouraging his readers to 
understand ‘Divine’ love as being no different to earthly love, Chesterton suggests that 
the ‘modern critic’ and reader may come to a better understanding of the happiness that 
lies within the ascetic saint.  
 
In his spiritual book I, Francis?: The Spirit of St Francis of Assisi, Carlo Carretto states 
that St Francis is recognised most of all by his life lived in poverty: ‘If you were to ask 
anyone what comes immediately to mind at the mention of the name “St Francis,” most 
people would say “poverty.”’182 However, Carretto suggests that to understand St 
Francis’ life lived in total poverty one has to understand that it was not a body-denying, 
austere asceticism done for its own sake, but an action instantly decided upon out of a 
sheer love for God: 
His poverty is a way of acting, of choosing, rather than a passive victimhood 
that lets things happen to him. It is love and not, as is sometimes thought, self-
hatred or the desire to punish himself for his sins that impels him to embrace 
Lady Poverty.183 
 
Chesterton states that St Francis the ascetic was ‘a Lover. He was a lover of God and he 
was really and truly a lover of men’.184 Thus it seems Chesterton desires to make the 
supernatural love between a saint and God as familiar to the reader as earthly love is, 
because, one could argue, he believes becoming a ‘Lover of God’ and a ‘lover of men’ 
is the path to holiness. Furthermore, the writer emphasises how feeling unworthy of the 
gift of life a person desires to reciprocate. Chesterton argues that the love story between 
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St Francis of Assisi and God was ‘the discovery of an infinite debt.’185 It is the idea of 
forever trying to pay back the gift of love that God has bestowed on Mankind in 
Creation. The gift of joy particularly comes with appreciating the gift of Creation. Once 
again, Chesterton suggests that if this discovery of an infinite debt is not understood in 
the light of a love-story, then the reader may find it difficult to understand how a person 
would be full of joy to discover they were in debt; such a discovery, particularly in 
financial terms has quite the opposite effect. But as Chesterton explains, ‘this is only 
because in commercial cases the creditor does not generally share the transports of joy; 
especially when the debt is by hypothesis infinite and therefore unrecoverable’.186 
However, if the reader perceives St Francis’ discovery in terms of being in debt to 
God’s love for him as that ‘of a natural love-story’, the difficulty in comprehending the 
joy of being in debt should disappear ‘in a flash’ because:  
There the infinite creditor does share the joy of the infinite debtor; for indeed 
they are both debtors and both creditors. In other words debt and dependence do 
become pleasures in the presence of unspoilt love [...] it is the key of asceticism. 
It is the highest and holiest of the paradoxes that the man who really knows he 
cannot pay his debt will be for ever paying it. He will be for ever giving back 
what he cannot give back, and cannot be expected to give back.187 
 
 
5. Conclusion 
 
Reflecting upon the work of critics who claim that Chesterton’s optimism was both superficial 
and naïve, it has been shown at length in this chapter that this optimism had deep roots in 
Chesterton’s own experience. This was not a naïve optimism, for he experienced his own 
suffering, comprehended the suffering of others and had a strong sense of the presence of evil in 
the world. The connection with suffering, the Cross and Crucifixion is deeply rooted in his 
thought and symbolically represented throughout his theological writing. Chesterton was able to 
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perceive the ways in which the asceticism of the Catholic saints has been, and continues to be 
misunderstood.  Through studies of two important works in this chapter, the biography of St 
Francis and the ballad portraying King Alfred, as well as a sampling of his other writings, I 
hoped to have shown that for Chesterton, asceticism does not need to be an extreme act of self-
denial but simply a reordering of the will. Since the fall selfishness is natural, and asceticism 
consists of battling the natural, disordered will.  
 
Chesterton uses King Alfred and St Francis to convey the importance of a person’s need to ‘be 
broken to be made anew’. Through these two historical figures he conveys his teaching of 
renewal and of the importance of conversion from pride to humility effectively. He uses very 
different techniques and the use of two very different genres of writing in order to do this. 
Chesterton appears to have used the form of a ballad in his poem The Ballad of the White Horse 
because it was a popular form of poetry used by folk down the ages; therefore, due to its 
simple, repetitive and yet alternating rhythm the Ballad successfully maintains the 
attention of the reader, is entertaining and is above all easy to commit to memory.  
 
Literary techniques involving the evocation of colour, sound, smell, elation and fear 
combined with atmosphere to assault our imagination thereby impart the theological 
concepts that he is keen for the reader to intuitively understand along with him. With 
the figure of St Francis, again Chesterton uses a literary form with which he was 
familiar, the biography. Like so much of his writing, the standard canon for biographies 
is heavily supplemented with the writer’s unique techniques which are clearly aimed at 
a broad readership, being easier to transmit difficult theological concepts that other 
writers might express in more abstract terms; thus making his means of teaching these 
particular concepts highly effective and noteworthy. 
 
In addition to Chesterton’s stated remarkable literary skills used to present his theology, 
is also probably the most potent and by now familiar technique to us – his use of 
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paradox – which he uses to enable the reader to see Christianity anew. In the context of 
this chapter, he uses this form to bring home the paradox of a ‘weak’ God. This radical 
and interesting concept Chesterton highlights skilfully. Speaking of the ‘scandal’ of a 
dying God, he shows how the world decries weakness and recognises and admires only 
strong things such as empires; that it is unpopular to speak of weakness due to our 
inherent pride. However, Chesterton effectively conveys how the strength of 
Christianity lies in this ‘apparent’ weakness and humility of Christ. He points out that 
humiliation and apparent failure in the eyes of the world is in fact the path to joy and 
holiness. 
 
The virtues which Chesterton impresses upon his readers to develop, protect and nurture 
– like the scouring of White Horse Hill – arise from the experience of the daily Cross. 
He begins by startling us into seeing Creation as if for the first time like an innocent 
child (as discussed in Chapter 3), which provokes us into excited joy at such a ‘gift’, of 
what he calls the ‘mystical minimum of gratitude’. Just as in the fairy tale, the gift is 
wondrous and wonderful. The conundrum here in Chesterton’s theology, is that one 
cannot receive the gift unless it can be perceived; in order to be able to perceive the gift 
– there is a condition – one would first need to be humble. The ‘Doctrine of Conditional 
Joy’ is a doctrine of humility. However, the problem Chesterton teaches, which this 
chapter hoped to convey, is that the requirement – humility – gets jaded or is lost and 
crucially needs to be recovered. The Incarnation provides us through God’s grace, and 
by imitation of the great humility of the ‘lowly’ Christ, the possibility of reordering the 
fallen will. Chesterton’s theology expresses the importance of the asceticism of dying to 
the self, to recover that wonder and joy which comes with humility. What is important 
in Chesterton’s teaching is that he leads us deftly to see anew the necessity of humility; 
the virtue repeatedly taught by Christ. 
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To close the chapter I revealed a refreshing but very important way in which Chesterton 
speaks of Christian asceticism. It was shown here how in his biography on St Francis 
Chesterton introduces a concept of a person’s love for God by a startlingly analogy of a 
love affair between earthly lovers; bringing God closer to us in a personal way in daily 
life as a ‘lover’ through use of interpersonal human scenarios. Chesterton successfully 
makes the figure of Christ more accessible to the Christian. He stresses that the 
subjugation of the self – a feature of earthly love – in simple ‘self-forgetfulness’ and 
‘gratitude’ is necessary on a daily basis in order to fall in love with God and become 
holy. Self-forgetful love is an integral component of holiness. It is through learning to 
forget the self and thanking God in all one does that a person becomes more able to 
weaken the power of pride, causing them to grow strong in humility and become more 
focused upon the joy and well-being of their neighbour, produced through simple acts 
of charity in the everyday. According to Chesterton, it is only then that God, through 
grace, can effectively live in and shine through the Christian and therefore make them 
holy. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 
 
This thesis has attempted to show that Chesterton’s thinking offers a theologically well-
grounded foundation for Christian practice in the everyday, which is relevant for 
Christians today who might be earnestly seeking a path to holiness in a busy life. The 
thesis hopes to have argued that Chesterton’s thinking is fresh and original, yet 
orthodox and traditional.  
 
The contribution and importance of Chesterton as a theologian has been discussed in 
Chapter 2. I hope to have built on the work of professional theologians such as Aidan 
Nichols, David Fagerberg and Stratford Caldecott who witness to the quality and 
importance of Chesterton as a theologian. One particular emphasis that this thesis 
wished to portray is the radically different way in which Chesterton both thinks out and 
transmits his theology. The most important point is that his theology is not taught in a 
scholastic or other classical form, which is therefore quite distinct from other 
theologians. The medium which Chesterton uses is literary; his theology expresses itself 
and develops by way of stories, images, striking metaphors and similes. His much 
commented upon use of paradox and other figures of speech, as well as a variety of 
rhetorical strategies, are used to very good effect in his teaching. It is a strikingly 
different method, which this thesis argues could be a very effective way of reaching a 
wide range of Christians, and would be beneficial in adding the classical forms of 
teaching. This is consistent with the view discussed in Chapter 1: of the need for the use 
of the imagination in conjunction with logical thought and reason in developing 
theology. 
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In presenting a considerable quantity of Chesterton’s thought across a wide range of his 
writing, it was discussed how these literary techniques, and in particular how paradox 
may or may not be valuable. Some critics had firmly contended that his ‘word-play’ 
although entertaining was merely that, whilst other critics considered the theological 
aspects were important and that other works could be discarded, rather like separating 
‘the wheat from the chaff’. This thesis showed that at least one other critic contends that 
we should be very cautious in reading Chesterton in a ‘superficial’ manner. The stories 
rather like parables, and the images that Chesterton uses both to think through his 
theology and transmit to the reader, should not be seen simply as ‘mere ornamentation’. 
If this were so, it would leave Chesterton open to the accusation that his theology could 
be equally expressed in some other, more simple and less distracting manner. I hope to 
have shown that these devices are being used by the writer as a way of developing and 
expressing the substance of his thought through the use of his considerable imagination 
as well as his ability to reason. It is, therefore, the integration of both. 
 
This quality of a creative imagination developed by a keen observer of humankind and 
nature is responsible for making Chesterton’s theology of Creation, Incarnation, of the 
Cross and of holiness in the ordinary. It is also this power of Chesterton’s imagination 
that makes his teaching interesting, accessible and a delight to read; it is a quality that is 
developed in his writing which gives him this ability to surprise and hold the reader’s 
attention.  
 
Christian traditions have taught consistently that in order to attain holiness it is 
necessary to seek out God and respond to His calling with prayer, contemplation and 
other spiritual practices. I discussed that due to a lapse into a kind of dualistic thinking 
some of these Christian practices in the past have involved extreme measures, such as 
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mortification of the body. Although these extreme practices would be very rare in 
contemporary Christianity, the mind-set that there is something ‘bad’ about the body –  
and by inference other material aspects of Creation – tends to linger in our minds. I 
hope to have shown that Chesterton’s theology helps to correct this thinking and aids 
Christians in their response to the Creator. Chesterton’s sense of wonder at God’s 
Creation, at the ‘miracle’ that anything exists at all and the consequent gratitude towards 
God as Creator, are at the heart of his theology of Creation. This provides a firm 
foundation for an accessible and everyday practice of responding with gratitude and 
love to God. It is a theology which is not difficult to comprehend; it is within the 
experience of every human being living in Creation and interconnecting with the natural 
world around them. It does not have to be worked through logical stages to arrive at an 
acceptable proposition – although that is inherent within much of it – but it is much 
more developed within the mind through the imagination and heart.  
 
Chesterton’s understanding which I have called his ‘theology of Creation’ is closely 
connected to his understanding of the Incarnation. Both involve a sense of wonder, and 
he teaches that we should never become over-familiar with the idea of God becoming 
Man, that it is the most extraordinary event which should forever be worthy of our 
wonder; and Chesterton draws us into his vision of the tiny baby in an animal cave 
‘under the earth’ to impress upon us the miracle of such a loving, humble God. He 
teaches that it is the Incarnation, the coming down to Earth of a humble Creator which 
enables that very wonderment. It is Christ’s lesson in humility that permits us to see the 
wonder and to be humble enough to be thankful in the first place. The lesson of the 
Holy Family and particularly that of Mary, Chesterton insists, is of their being an 
ordinary family. Of course, it is another paradox and they are indeed the most 
extraordinary family to have ever existed; but Chesterton highlights them as the model 
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for every ordinary, everyday family. They are a model of obedience, acceptance, 
patience, humility and love; of ‘littleness’. Mary, Chesterton singles out along with 
Christian tradition as special, and he shows how in this understanding she is the perfect 
model for an attainable holiness. It is Mary who is so ordinary, and it is only an 
ordinary, earthy statue that would have satisfied Chesterton; for she is humble, always 
in the background, and with a self-forgetful love for her family. She is so close to any 
everyday mother in her ordinary humility, her holiness. Chesterton’s purpose in his 
enjoyably imaginative, relatable domestic images is to show that these qualities are 
eminently imitable, and to be seen as being within the reach of ordinary people.  
 
Chesterton’s theology of the Cross and understanding of suffering are closely linked to 
his own experience of suffering, particularly as a young man. He lost his sister at a 
young age and was a witness to his parents’ deep grieving; and was also witness to his 
wife’s grief at the loss of her beloved sister due to a tragic accident. It has been shown 
how Chesterton, early on in his late teens and at the Slade School of Art, came to 
experience mental suffering and anguish associated with evil. One might argue that all 
this was a suffering that was very ordinary and not unlike that which any other person 
might suffer in their lives: a suffering of the everyday.  
 
This thesis has shown that there have been saints of the Church who also have not either 
been in the position to, or felt that they had the courage for the attainment of holiness 
through extreme ascetic practices or martyrdom. St Thérèse of Lisieux was one such 
saint whose path was one of humble acceptance of weaknesses and quiet fortitude in the 
face of ordinary, human suffering. Chesterton’s teaching is that ‘everyday’ suffering is a 
means to growth in holiness if it is approached in a Christian way. This thesis has 
argued that Chesterton can be seen as expressing a view of holiness that is consistent 
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and does not contain tension within itself, and does not require heroic deeds. 
Additionally, it is a practice which does not require withdrawal from the world; neither 
does it demand ascetical practices or academic attainments which are possible only for 
an elite few. For Chesterton it is not necessary to go out in search of extraordinary 
personal suffering or to carry out extraordinary acts of charity. The ordinary person 
bringing up a family for example may not be able to afford the time, nor have the 
money to travel overseas to carry out good works of charity. It has been argued that 
Chesterton’s theology, although fresh, exciting and original, is still very orthodox as 
was shown by comparisons with the theology of such great figures such as St Thomas 
Aquinas, St Thomas à Kempis, St Thérèse of Lisieux and St Frances de Sales.   
 
In addition to his teaching of seeing the world anew, Chesterton speaks of the ‘re-
ordering’ of the will. His ‘Doctrine of Conditional Joy’ is a doctrine dependent upon 
attaining the humility necessary to remove the cataracts of pride in order to ‘see Eden’ 
and be joyful. The acceptance of daily suffering, control of appetites, self-forgetful love, 
wonder and gratitude to the Creator – prayer – will come from, and lead to humility, 
and eventually holiness in the everyday. 
 
 
Conclusion 
Martyrs and saints of the past who used ascetic practices may seem remote and off-
putting to the layperson, but Chesterton’s approach is indeed very approachable for 
contemporary Christians. A number of people today in a very busy secular society, by 
necessity, do not have daily access to the Church and the Sacraments. This everyday 
theology is available to hard-working families or single people alike, who wish to 
quietly live a good Christian life in the varied communities to which they belong. 
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In establishing Chesterton as a modern theologian this thesis hopes to have shown that 
the use of the imagination as a teaching aid in theology might be re-established, and 
thereby bring closer the disciplines of spirituality and theology once again; the cor et 
mentem.  
 
Scholastic theology might seem daunting to contemporary Christians. Chesterton’s 
theology works upon the heart and imagination as well as the mind and is therefore less 
directly cerebral, providing a greater number of Christians access to theology. His 
method does not come in the form of a treatise or lecture which might appear 
intimidating; rather, it is inviting, relatable and domestic.  
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